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Abstract 
The object of my study is to find out what kinds of experiences adults have when participating 
in non-formal adult literacy education and learning literacy skills. The context of my study is 
rural Sierra Leone. The focus of my study is on the subjective experiences that the 
interviewed adults have, and on the meanings they give for their participation in adult literacy 
education. The experiences are studied in the light of a hermeneutic-phenomenological 
methodology.  
The research is based on interviews which I conducted in October 2010 in Southern Sierra 
Leone. The interviewees were participating in Finnish Refugee Council‟s literacy education in 
three different communities. Sierra Leone is one of the poorest countrys in the world. 
Approximately 40 % of its adult population is literate. Low level of literacy is one obstacle in 
the development of the country. The civil war which ended in 2002 has also left extensive 
material and psychosocial damage in Sierra Leone‟s society. The context of rural Sierra 
Leone is strongly present in my study. 
One of the key findings of my study is that learning literacy skills and participating in the 
literacy education in one‟s community can have empowering dimensions in personal, 
communal but also in societal levels. The participation enhances technical literacy skills but 
also enables people to be more visible in the society. 
This study fits in the field of sociology of education by giving voice to those who are 
participating in the adult literacy education. Additionally this study brings forward the role of 
adult literacy education in a country which is struggling with poverty. 
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1. Introduction 
“Transformation reaches out for what might come to be, without knowing the 
way or the end of the road” (O‟Gorman 1995, 215). 
One fifth of the world‟s adult population is illiterate. Being illiterate does not mean that one is 
foolish, or incapable of living a full life. But being illiterate does create a barrier to full 
participation in the modern, codified world: to know exactly what one is agreeing to when 
signing a form, to handle money competently, to be able to read the medical clinic card of 
one‟s children, to demand political changes; moreover, to be visible in society and make one‟s 
mark. 
This is a study about adults in Southern Sierra Leonean rural communities who are learning to 
read and write. My aim is to study what kinds of experiences adults have when participating 
in literacy education and learning literacy skills in a country which is recovering from a civil 
war. The focus of my study is on the subjective experiences that these adults have and they 
are studied in the light of a hermeneutic-phenomenological methodology. I understand that 
human beings are complex and holistic creatures, where the living context and the community 
influence upon what kinds of meanings we give to our lived experiences (Laine 2001, 28-30). 
Sierra Leone is slowly but surely recovering from a long and brutal civil war, which has left 
extensive material and psychosocial damage in its society. From beneath Sierra Leone‟s soil, 
a wide range of natural riches can be found, such as diamonds and bauxite, but the economic 
benefits of these resources have not been shared equally amongst the population. The country 
is struggling with abject poverty. On the Human Development Index (HDI) scale, Sierra 
Leone is located at the bottom. A significant factor hindering the struggle against poverty is 
the high number of illiterate people in Sierra Leone; only 28.9 % of women and 51.7 % of 
men are literate (UNESCO Institute of Statistics 2011).  
In this study I examine literacy in more holistic terms than the purely technical skills of 
moving a pen across paper or reading aloud written text. I see literacy skills as a goal in itself 
but also as a “catalyst” (Comings & Soricone 2005, 7) for wider personal and societal 
changes. As will be further explained, literacy is a complex concept bounded within the 
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context it is used. Though I understand literacy skills as enabling skills, I do not assume that 
being literate or educated would make one‟s life more valuable.  
Whilst trying to interpret the experiences of my studies‟ informants, I remain constantly 
aware that the world I am interpreting is another people‟s world – not my own (Varto 1992, 
58-59). This provides an additional challenge to the research process because the experiences 
I study are formed in contexts and situations that are very different from my everyday living 
context (Virtanen 2006, 195). I pondered a lot is it justified for me, as a Western student to 
ferret out strangers life in Sierra Leone. The reliability of any qualitative study should be 
questioned and examined throughout the study. One factor pertaining to reliability is the 
readability and coherence of the overall text, especially of concern are the various 
introductions to different parts of the study (Eskola & Suoranta 2008, 214). It is also 
important that the researcher can restrict the influence of his/her own personal experiences 
and ideas on the study. During the research process I constantly clarified my position and any 
subjective influences that this may have had on the research process and conclusions.  
The idea to study adult literacy education in Sierra Leone came from a Finnish Non-
Governmental Organization (NGO) called the Finnish Refugee Council (FRC). The staff at 
the FRC asked me to examine the qualitative impacts of adult literacy education. They wanted 
to know how participants experience participation in adult literacy circles that the FRC was 
coordinating in various Sierra Leonean communities. It was a great opportunity for me, as I 
saw the opportunity to combine the twin themes of adult education and developmental 
challenges in my Master‟s thesis. 
My study is based on interviews and observations taken in Sierra Leone during October 2010. 
I conducted 15 interviews with the help of a Sierra Leonean interpreter in three different 
communities. The communities I visited were all located in Southern Sierra Leone. I stayed 
with the interpreter for three days in two of the communities and for two days in a third 
community. The overnight stays were a great opportunity to familiarize myself with rural 
Sierra Leonean everyday life, providing a firmer base for the study. I kept an intensive 
observational diary throughout my stay in Sierra Leone. 
Adult literacy may be studied from different angles and approaches. The researchs can vary 
from a blunt measurement of reading, writing and counting skills (Counting seeds for change 
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2009) to the examination of literacy programmes and their impacts. Bartlett (2008) claims that 
literacy is such a complex term, that it is hard if not impossible to study the effects of 
someone becoming literate. Ahmed (2011) ponders how the measuring of literacy has not 
been transformed side by side with the definition of literacy, 
“Amazingly, however, prevailing practices in literacy measurement and the 
formally proclaimed and widely recognized results of such measurement 
continue to reflect the very first „simple and simplistic‟ definition of literacy” (p. 
182). 
Some of the literature on adult literacy education concentrates more on the technical and 
economical aspects (Hanemann 2005, 15). Comings and Soricone (2005, 4) mention the lack 
of research done on the impacts of adult literacy programmes. O‟Gorman (1995, 215) also 
urges for more multi-disciplinary research to be conducted, where the voice of the excluded 
would be heard and combined with a fuller understanding of developmental challenges and 
macro-level structures.  
In the field of peace building and education several studies focus on the structure and 
provision of basic education. The need of adults for non-formal education is mentioned as 
well, but as Hanemann (2005) notes,   
“It is extremely difficult to find evaluation studies that would assess the impact 
of literacy programmes on learners and their conflict-affected environmen.” (p. 
15). 
Maddox (2005) has conducted an ethnographic study on Bangladeshi women‟s literacy. He 
examined the impacts of literacy education on gender roles and identities claiming that these 
are often left aside in literacy assessments. He recommends the usage of long-term 
ethnographic studies to reveal literacy‟s impact on social development.  
My personal aim is to follow Maddox‟s model and conduct research on the impact of literacy 
on social development in Sierra Leone. I want to listen to those living in rural communities, 
and hear what kinds of experiences they have had gaining literacy skills and participating in 
the literacy education circles. Later in this study I will analyze these meanings in the wider 
societal context – in this case a country which is recovering from a civil war.  
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The sociocultural context and history of a particular people has to be included in any study to 
gain any decent understanding of their experiences (see e.g. van Manen 1990, 12). 
Consequentially, in the beginning of my study I briefly introduce the concept of Sierra Leone 
as a context for adult literacy education. I move on to discuss the methodological base of my 
study, hermeneutic-phenomenology, and following this I describe the research question and 
the practicalities involved in conducting the research. I also ponder my position as a 
researcher and the ethical aspects of the study – which I also thought a lot about during my 
stay in Sierra Leone. After presenting the stages of analysis I then present the outputs of my 
study. In the last chapter I discuss the results of my study and suggest areas and ideas for 
further studies. 
 
5 
 
2. Adult Literacy and Sierra Leone as Contexts of the Study  
I introduce briefly the context in which my study is conducted whilst also describing the 
studied phenomenon. I will explain the concept of literacy and literacies, as well as adult 
literacy education as such. As Sierra Leone is still one of the poorest countries in the world 
and is still recovering from the wounds of civil war, there are some specific challenges and 
matters to be presented.  
 
2.1. Multiple Literacy Levels among adults  
In general, the discourse on literacy is divided into two: firstly on literacy which is bounded 
with child development and secondly on adult literacy (Perkiö 2008, 105). In this study I will 
concentrate on adult literacy which will henceforth be referred to simply as literacy.  
According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization‟s 
(UNESCO) Institute for Statistic (UIS), in 2008 the world contained 796 million adults (15 
years and above) who could not read and write. Of this number, 64 % were women. It is 
stated by the UIS that 83% of the world‟s total adult population is literate, this can be 
compared to a mere 40 % of Sierra Leonean adults. The percentage of literate people can vary 
a lot amongst different groups within a nation (UNESCO 2005); for example based upon 
divisions of gender, age and whether a person lives in an urban or a rural area. 
It should be remembered that many of the literacy statistics are based upon estimations 
(McCaffery, Merrifield & Millican 2007, 9). Another factor influencing the accuracy of 
statistics is that different populations censuses may use different ways of defining literacy 
(Perkiö 2008, 106). Even amongst different institutions within a state there may exist 
differing scales of measuring literacy (Comings & Soricone 2005, 3). Literacy itself is a 
concept which needs further clarification.  
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2.1.1. Literacy is more than Knowing the Alphabet 
Literacy is a complex concept, which may be defined in many ways by different institutions 
and scholars (Gómez 2008, 85). The definitions have changed over time towards more plural 
views of literacy (pp. 85-86). The wide variety of different definitions of literacy could be a 
topic of research itself. In general, literacy is understood to mean much more than knowing 
how to read, write and count (Bhola 2008, 5-6).  
UNESCO has a strong historical role as a developer of different literacy initiatives and 
policies. Its definitions of literacy have changed over the years, as we can see from 
UNESCO‟s definitions. In 1958 UNESCO defined a literate person as such,  
“A person is literate who can with understanding both read and write a short 
simple statement on his everyday life” (p. 3). 
This definition is connected in the functional
1
 dimension of literacy that UNESCO brought up 
at the end of 1950‟s (Perkiö 2008, 107). The idea was to underline the variety of literacies that 
were needed in different contexts.  
A more recent UNESCO (2005b) definition of literacy is as follows, 
“Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate 
and compute, using printed and written materials associated with varying 
contexts. Literacy involves a continuum in enabling individuals to achieve his or 
her goals, develop his or her potential, and participate fully in community and 
wider society.” (p. 21.) 
In recent studies the concept of multiple literacies has been used to clarify different 
dimensions and contexts of literacy; such as for example health, technology, media, and 
religious literacies. Also the concepts of dominant and local literacies are used to clarify the 
different dimensions of the use and practice of literacy (see e.g. Rogers 2006). Literacy 
education, lifelong learning and adult training are also often seen as overlapping areas (e.g. 
Bhola 2008; McCaffery et al. 2007; Torres 2006). 
                                                          
1
 “A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy is required for 
effective functioning of his group and community and also for enabling him to continue to use reading, writing 
and calculation for his own and the community‟s development” (UNESCO 1978, cited in UNESCO 2005a: 154).  
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In the discussion on literacy two distinct ways of defining literacy can be identified. Ahmed 
(2011) distinguishes between a broad and a narrow view of literacy. The latter understands 
literacy simply as a bunch of skills whereas the former, broad vision understands that literacy 
is much more than mere skills – it is about self awareness and capability to realize full human 
potential. 
Street (2001, 7-10) talks about autonomous and ideological models of literacy. The former 
refers to the situation where literacy is simply seen as a group of technical skills (p. 7). Street 
goes on to explain that in an autonomous model of literacy it is thought that gaining these 
technical skills will naturally affect an individual‟s cognitive and social practices. The 
autonomous model was popular in the 1950s and 1960s when literacy was seen as essential 
for facilitating economic growth (also see the aforementioned UNESCO definitions). The 
ideological literacy model on the other hand defines literacy a combination of technical skills, 
social environment and knowledge – all conditional to the context in which the literacy 
practices are occurring (pp. 7-8). In other words, the ideological model of literacy is a far 
more culturally sensitive view than the autonomous model; taking into consideration existing 
power dimensions and the surrounding reality (pp. 8-9). Street, among others, talks about 
New Literacy Studies (NLS) as a framework for adult literacy and development (e.g. Street 
2001). In NLS it is understood that literacy is tightly intertwined with the cultural context and 
it is constructed through local practices; that is why the social impacts of literacy education 
are studied within NLS (Maddox 2005, 124). NLS studies are interested in the uses to which 
literacy skills are employed (see e.g. Perkiö 2008, 109).  
Gómez (2008) underlines that human beings and the reality in which they live is 
multidimensional and complex. She makes the distinction between integral and functional 
ways of explaining literacy. Referring to integral literacy, Gómez writes that literacy should 
be seen as a more holistic and complex concept, embedded tightly within a specific context 
(pp. 82-83; 107).  
In the field of adult education the concepts of social inclusion and exclusion are often 
discussed (see Hoff & Hickling-Hudson 2011; Rogers 2006). Understanding adult education 
or lifelong learning unambiguously as a “tool” for creating social inclusion may include 
problem. Often social inclusion means “including” people to pre-existing structures – 
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structures which are seen implicitly as the correct ones (Rogers 2006, 130). This, as Rogers 
reminds, is not a good base upon which to build social change. 
 
2.1.2. The Surrounding Reality and the Right to Literacy 
The meaning and value of literacy is relative to the society in which we live, and in different 
contexts different literacy skills are needed. For example living in a metropolis requires a 
different type of literacy than living in a rural area, where one‟s livelihood is likely gained 
directly from nature. Education and our understanding of what constitutes knowledge are 
under constant change, and they are tightly linked with the social history and culture of a 
country (Lave 2009, 207). Fairbrother (2007, 48) mentions that many qualitative researchers 
on literacy have emphasized that speaking about literacy is only meaningful when the context 
of social and cultural practices and different domains where the literacy practices occurs are 
taken into consideration. Different factors can affect the possibilities to enhance literacy 
education, and also the learning process itself. McCaffery et al. (2007, 8) specify the 
following chain of external factors and levels that impact upon adult literacy education and 
the learning situation itself: “The global economy - International Policies - National policies - 
Local and regional policies - Community context - Curriculum - Literacy students.” This 
chain indicates that literacy and literacy education are not politically neutral.  
The process of gaining literacy skills is a step towards gaining knowledge of one‟s legal and 
socio-economical rights, and knowing how to demand them. Education itself is also an 
enabling right. In the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 26) it is declared that 
“Everyone has the right to Education”. Without literacy skills it is hard to participate in a 
society (see McCaffery 2005), and to gain information and education. Instead of speaking 
about the eradication of illiteracy Torres (2006, 3) thinks that the starting point of literary 
policies should be ensuring “universal access to the written culture”. However, it should be 
kept in mind that the gaining of literacy skills is not in itself directly liberating (UNESCO 
2005b, 15). Literacy education can for example be “harnessed” to spread partisan political 
views and lead to the domination of a society (p. 15). As Street (2001, 8) states, literacy 
education is a social act, meaning that it can‟t be totally neutral.  
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Even though literacy education is generally looked on favourably and literacy skills are seen 
as the key to participation in society, gaining literacy skills does not necessarily mean that one 
has the full capabilities to participate within a community or that he/she is empowered. 
Critical literacy research reminds us about the use of literacy education as an instrument of 
social control (Wickens & Sandlin 2007, 276). Literacy education can be used as an arena to 
spread ideology and to maintain and build upon existing power structures (Street 1995, 79). 
One example is the Christian missionaries‟ combination of literacy and bible teaching (p. 79). 
Fägerlind and Saha (1989, 46) talk about how mass literacy campaigns can serve the ruling 
elite – by teaching literacy skills, people are socialized into accepting current policies and are 
led to support the government line. Mass campaigns can also be blamed for lacking long-term 
focus and serving a government‟s short-term aim of exhibiting concern for its citizens and 
showing that they are putting effort into education (Comings & Soricone 2005, 10). 
As literacy is a complex concept, it is not a straightforward task to explain illiteracy. Being 
illiterate does not mean that one is incapable of doing things, of understanding reality or 
communicating with others. In rural areas for example, people can have a wide knowledge of 
agriculture, use natural plants as medicines, and also have a good knowledge of local 
geography – meaning that illiterate people are using they own literacies, or as Rogers (2001, 
121) says, “using their own strategies”. Street (2001, 2) reminds us how the introduction of 
literacy programmes and the underlining of the number of illiterate people in developing 
countries constructed the problem of someone being illiterate. Freire (1985), who represents 
the critical view of literacy, says:  
“Illiteracy is one of the concrete expressions of an unjust social reality. 
Illiteracy is not a strictly linguistic or exclusively pedagogical or 
methodological problem. It is political, as is the very literacy through which we 
try to overcome literacy.” (p. 10.) 
Illiteracy is not exclusively a developing countries phenomenon. In industrialized countries, 
different kinds of literacy are needed – and different types of literacy skills are lacking. The 
continuous stream of new information in contemporary societies introduces a need for digital 
literacy. It is also necessary to consider the dichotomy of literacy/illiteracy and ponder when 
and under what circumstances illiteracy is considered to be a problematic issue. Also the 
power structures and underlying causes that problematize illiteracy should be paid attention to 
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(Subban 2007, 70). There are also multiple levels between “illiteracy” and “literacy” as Torres 
(2006, 11) reminds us.  
As previously stated, literacy is a complex concept. Before continuing with my study, it is 
necessary to first present briefly the specific interpretation of literacy that I will use in this 
study. To clarify, by literacy skills I mean the capability to read and write but also to count. In 
this study, I understand literacy in a more holistic way. Literacy is not seen solely as 
functional skills which can support economic growth or assist an individuals‟ fight against 
poverty. Following the ideas of Gómez (2008), in this study I am concentrating more on 
literacy education‟s internal benefits, such as the empowerment of people and their 
communities – and as the context of my study is rural Sierra Leone, the external dimension 
and the improving of livelihoods is also present. My understanding of literacy is close to the 
Freirean way of understanding literacy, where literacy is intertwined with the community and 
a major aim of literacy is that people become conscious of the potential thaty they have 
(Perkiö 2008, 105; 109). I also understand that literacy is tightly intertwined with the context 
where it is practiced (see Ahmed 2011), where differing power relations have an impact on 
the possibilities to gain literacy skills. I understand that a lack of literacy skills do restrict an 
individual‟s possibilities and functions in society, but that does not mean that one is incapable 
of living a full life. Though I as a researcher present one way of understanding literacy, I also 
aim to give a voice to the participants of the literacy circles to define their own literacies. 
 
2.1.3. Literacy Policies and Actions Worldwide 
Education is widely recognized as a crucial factor in a country‟s development and economic 
growth, though adult education as such is not commonly mentioned in international 
initiatives. Also Shiohata (2009, 67) speaks about the missing efforts on adult literacy 
education. Torres (2004, 13-14) reminds us how for example in the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDG) and Education for All (EFA) programmes basic education is presented as their 
main target. In the Dakar Framework for Action (UNESCO 2000) the fourth EFA goal is 
dedicated to adults‟ literacy:  
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“Achieving a 50 per cent improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, 
especially for women, and equitable access to basic and continuing education 
for all adults” (p. 16). 
The United Nations (UN) has placed emphasis on adult literacy by declaring 2003-2013 as the 
Literacy Decade. There are also other initiatives and frameworks that have been launched by 
UNESCO, such as the Literacy Initiative for Empowerment (LIFE). 
At present the majority of adult literacy education programmes in West Africa lie in the hands 
of NGOs, both national and international. Though NGOs can have wide experience and 
knowledge about how to act effectively after a conflict, the field of non-formal education 
should not be carried out exclusively by them alone (Hanemann 2005, 21). For sustainable 
processes governmental assets and efforts are needed (p. 21). One severe problem is the lack 
of funding, and the vast majority of what little is made available to education is channeled 
into primary education alone. Newell Jones and McCaffery (2007, 16) call for those who 
work within adult education to increase their imput into the policy making process to ensure 
that adult education becomes more visible and gains a foothold in governments‟ development 
plans. This can help toward ensuring the future funding of adult literacy programmes. Torres 
(2004, 38) notes the disconcerting trend in current discussions to replace, “eradication of 
illiteracy” with “reducing illiteracy”y, which can lead to a reduction in the resources made 
available to the already poorly funded field of adult literacy education.  
Wickens and Sandlin (2007) justifiably ask what are the ultimate means of adult literacy 
education; literacy for what and for whom? In their article, Wickens and Sandlin analyze 
World Bank documents that concern adult literacy with the aim of trying to find the means by 
which literacy education is spread globally. UNESCO is largely financed by the World Bank 
and the policies embed literacy education tightly with functionality and economical growth. 
UNESCO has been trying recently to move its initiatives further away from what arguably 
amounted to neocolonialism, with developed states imposing policies that suited their own 
agendas, and towards stronger local control over the programmes (Wickens & Sandlin 2007, 
277; 287-289). Also Hoff and Hickling-Hudson (2011, 191) adopt a critical stance and look at 
the specific design of social and educational programmes and policies – whose interests are 
really satisfied by the programmes and who ultimately benefits from them? 
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2.2. Sierra Leone – Reconstructing the Country after the Civil War  
Sierra Leone is a country located in Western Africa with a population of 5.4 million people 
(CIA the World Fact Book 2011), of which 49 % are under 15 years of age (Statistics Sierra 
Leone 2009, 13). Two-thirds of Sierra Leone‟s population live in rural areas (p. 13). Sierra 
Leone struggles with abject poverty. In the UN Human Development Index 2010 (HDI), 
Sierra Leone was situated in 158
th
 place out of a total 169 countries. In 2007, the income of 
60% of the population was less than one US dollar per day (Government of the Republic of 
Sierra Leone 2010: 13). Sierra Leoneans gain their livelihood mainly from agriculture, which 
provides only very few opportunities for breaking out of poverty (Government of the 
Republic of Sierra Leone 2010, 16). Other common sources of livelihood are trade, 
community-related services, and mining (p. 16).  
Sierra Leone neighbors Guinea in the North and the East and Liberia in the South. Mendes, 
Temnes, Limbas, and Creoles are the major ethnic groups among approximately 15 ethnic 
groups that together make up the people of Sierra Leone (Statistics Sierra Leone 2009, 2). The 
official language of Sierra Leone is English, but the regular use of English is restricted to 
those who have had access to education. Besides the local languages, Krio is the most 
commonly used language among Sierra Leoneans. My study is concentrated on the Southern 
region, where the majority of the people are ethnically Mende, and the Mende language was 
the majority‟s mother tongue. In this region approximately 60 % of Sierra Leoneans are 
Muslims, and 15-20 % Christians (Turay 2000, 50).  
 
2.2.1. Civil War in Sierra Leone 
Sierra Leone gained its independence in 1961 - until then it had been under British rule (Svärd 
2010, 38). In 1991, Sierra Leone descended into civil war, which lasted until the beginning of 
2002. The country is still recovering from the war.  
There are numerous explanations about the roots and causes of this war. The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Sierra Leone (TRC) came to the conclusion that the key causes 
of the civil war were endemic corruption, bad governance and the denial of human rights 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Sierra Leone 2004, 10). Sierra Leone‟s former 
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governing party the All People‟s Congress (APC), led by President Joseph Saidu Momoh, 
was blamed for corruption and for neglecting the social and health problems that the country 
was struggling with (Lord 2000, 10; Svärd 2010, 38.) The structures of Sierra Leone‟s newly 
independent society were already weakened decades earlier; in the 1970s by the somewhat 
violent ethnic and regional politics of the country that led to a fragmentation of society and 
wide divisions between sections of its population (Svärd 2010, 36). Additionally, the 
authoritarian rule of Momoh‟s predecessor, Siaka Steven, led the way to adversity (p. 36).  
In 1991, the RUF (Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone) troops, led by Foday Sankoh, 
pushed out from Liberia and into eastern Sierra Leone (Lord 2000, 11). Their intention was to 
overthrow the government (Adebajo 2004, 168) and the RUF successfully recruited young 
Sierra Leonean men who were frustrated with their low standard of living (Lord 2000, 11). 
Many of the rebel soldiers were were forced into becoming combatants (p. 11). A Liberian 
named Charles Taylor (elected later as president of Liberia) was one warlord behind the 
funding of RUF troops. He was interested in Sierra Leone‟s riches, mainly in the form of 
diamonds, which played a big role in facilitating Sierra Leone‟s war. Weapons purchases 
were funded with the sale of diamonds which were smuggled onto global markets through 
Liberia (Lord 2000, 12). The natural resources of Sierra Leone were not the only reason for 
the long-lasting civil war; as is stated in the TRC report (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Sierra Leone 2004): 
“The exploitation of diamonds was not the cause of the conflict in Sierra Leone; 
rather it was an element that fuelled the conflict” (p. 12).  
The Lomé Peace Agreement between the government of Sierra Leone and the RUF was 
signed on the 7
th
 of July, 1999 (Rashid 2000, 26). It included notable concessions and 
amnesties for the leaders of different sides many of whom had committed serious crimes 
against humanity (Svärd 2010, 39). The contradiction between the peace agreement and 
adherence to humanitarian law was one reason that the international community did not value 
it very highly (Omotola 2007, 43). In the peace agreement the RUF was given the right to be 
transformed into a political party, and its commander, Foday Sankoh, was given an absolute 
pardon and the position of vice president (the Lomé Peace Accord 1999). Though the Peace 
Agreement was signed earlier, the actual war did not end until the beginning of 2002 
(Adebajo 2004, 173). 
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As a result of the Lomé Peace Accord the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) was 
established (Ismail 2008, 33). The peace mission was one of the biggest in UN history 
involving 17,500 peacekeepers (p. 33). The implementation of the peace agreement faced 
difficulties, as for example in when the RUF attacked the UN peacekeepers (Adebajo 2004, 
168-169; 173). UNAMSIL stayed in Sierra Leone until the end of 2005. There is a lack of 
accurate and reliable studies about the casualties of the Sierra Leonean civil war, the 
estimations range from 30,000 to 75,000 deaths (Lord 2000, 13). About 1.2 million people 
were forced to leave their homes because of the war, becoming either refugees internally 
displaced within Sierra Leone or crossing the border and becoming a refugee in a foreign state 
(Republic of Sierra Leone 2008, 140). Approximately 300,000 houses were destroyed during 
the war, creating a massive challenge to rebuild and satisfy the populations‟ the housing needs 
after the conflict (p. 140). The use of children as soldiers was common during the conflict. 
Because of this many of the perpetrators of violence were partly themselves victims of human 
rights violations. Although the war hostilities have ended, the traumas have not yet healed.  
 
2.2.2. Recovering from a Conflict 
When a peace agreement has been signed and the fighting had ceased societies face new 
challenges in recovering from the conflict. The recovery period is estimated to last about ten 
years after a conflict (UNDP, World Bank and UNDG 2004). United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) (2001) defines, that 
   
 “The recovery approach focuses on closing the gap between relief and 
 development through the effective working together of these elements to move 
 towards a period of reintegration and rehabilitation” (p. 19). 
 
The concept of a fragile state is one that is often used to describe Sierra Leone. It is a concept 
that the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the World Bank 
(WB) and United State‟s aid agencies use in their policies (Leemann 2010, 19). The fragility 
of a state can be the result of internal and external factors, such as natural disasters or social 
and political conflicts (OECD/DAC 2008, 13). In a fragile society, a government has 
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difficulties to ensure economic growth, security and the fulfillment of people‟s basic needs (p. 
14). A fragile state lacks a strong civil society and social capital (p. 14). These factors create a 
ground ripe for corruption and agitations, and the state is in great danger of entering a vicious 
cycle of negative actions and reactions (p. 18).  
A joint study conducted by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the WB 
(Goovaerts, Gasser & Belman Inbal 2005) describes different consequences of wars. One 
obstacle in the recovery process of a nation is the lack of skilled human resources (p. 3). 
Besides brain drain, there can be a whole generation from which the opportunity to study has 
been taken away. Although many people may have dropped out from formal educational 
institutions, some might have to been lucky enough to have gone through vocational and 
literacy training in refugee camps or host communities.  
The challenges and needs of a society during a recovery process can vary a lot. The different 
costs of conflict, for example humanitarian, material, political, ecological, social, cultural, 
psychological and spiritual, have to be taken into consideration when embarking on peace-
building and recovery activities (Reychler 2001, 4). If the people‟s reality, leadership, power 
relations, religion and culture, are not taken into consideration, the fragile situation can 
escalate easily collapse into chaos again (Erasmus 2001, 246-247).  
The people of Sierra Leone, whether they were directly involved in affected by the war or fled 
because of the war, have suffered a lot during the years of the violent conflict. Besides the 
male victims, girls and women were also captured and forced to be soldiers or servants of the 
combatants and many of them were victims of sexual violations (Abdullah, Ibrahim & King 
2010). Many Sierra Leonean women have given birth to a child as a result of rape during the 
civil war (p. 43). Being sexually violated still carries a stigma, and because of this many cases 
of rape go unreported (p. 43). These sexual violations of teenage girls and women are still 
current issues in Sierra Leone, as well as female genital mutilation (Statistics Sierra Leone 
2009). Recently there have been some initiatives by the government and various NGO‟s to 
promote women‟s rights (Abdullah et al. 2010, 43). One concrete step towards the protection 
of women was the Domestic Violence Act which came into law in 2007 (Republic of Sierra 
Leone 2008, 95), though a challenge exists of how to inform women of what rights they now 
have. 
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During a violent conflict, the demographics of a society often changes dramatically 
(Goovaerts et al. 2005, 3). Some refugees have the opportunity to go back to their home 
communities, but there are also those who refuse to return home because of traumatic 
memories. This was partly the case in Sierra Leone. Many villages and towns suffered total 
destruction, houses were burnt down and fields destroyed. People had to start the process of 
making a living from scratch one. Changes in the population base along with shifting 
community dynamics may cause divisions amongst community members (Goovaerts et al. 
2005, 3). Some groups, such as ex-combatants, might get more post-war official assistance, 
for example from disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) programmes (p. 5). 
This can cause discontent and jealousy among other community members.  
According to Stiefel (2001) a lack of trust and a lack of capabilities (or perceptions of a lack 
of capabilities) are big obstacles to building sustainable peace (p. 265-266). He demands open 
and free discussions which are needed to allow different parties and people to get together to 
discuss and process memories and traumas. Stiefel adds that justice, reconciliation and ways 
of forgiving are also needed, concluding that this does not mean that the importance of 
memories and the past should be exaggerated. Going through the past has to go hand in hand 
with the vision of a better future and must recognize the importance of values, roles and 
power relations.  
After a violent conflict, there can be a severe lack of trust in the government and in different 
institutions (Svärd 2010, 41). To enhance reconciliation after a violent conflict, institutional 
mechanisms for justice should be established. It is also important that individuals should be 
willing and able to forgive each other (Svärd 2010, 47-48), and in many situations be able to 
forgive themselves. In Sierra Leone, the Inter-Religious Council (IRCSL) was a great actor in 
reconciliation work, building trust and enhancing dialogue between Sierra Leoneans (Turay 
2000, 50; 53). Its representatives also participated in the Lomé peace negotiations (p. 53). 
War and conflict situations always involve human tragedy and the extensive destruction of a 
society. But as Hanemann (2005, 9) says, conflicts also the contain possibility of change. 
After the conflict and during the reconstruction, recovery, and development period, traditional 
ways of thinking and behaving, especially regarding politics and gender, can be examined 
more closely and reformed (OECD/DAC 2008, 20). Moreover, as a result of many 
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developmental changes and presence of different actors (such as NGOs), people may have 
new opportunities, such as having a chance to learn to read and write. 
 
2.2.3. Literacy Education and the Recovery Process  
During a violent conflict, the educational sector of a society is often adversely affected in both 
material and psychological ways (Hanemann 2005, 5). School buildings are destroyed, 
finding qualified teachers and paying them is difficult, and the lack of security discourages 
parents from sending their children to school. Teachers and students carry the traumas of their 
war into the classroom, which poses challenges to the learning process and creating social 
coherence. Due to the conflict, a whole generation can lack education (Hanemann 2005). In 
the long run, the deprivation of education affects the supply of a skilled labor force and the 
future reconstruction of society (Hanemann 2005). Education and literacy teaching does not 
unambiguously mean adding value to peace building and recovery from a conflict, but as is 
said in the Dakar Framework for Action, education has a “key role” in preventing conflicts 
and building sustainable peace (paragraph. 28).   
When the violence has ended, the primary need people have is to settle down and find a way 
of sustaining themselves and their family. The focus here is on sanitation, health services and 
agricultural possibilities. In the educational sector, states and international donors direct their 
resources mainly toward providing basic formal education (Hanemann 2005, 20). Non-formal 
education, including adult literacy education, is often ignored (p. 20). Adult literacy education 
is usually seen as a secondary need, though it is tightly embedded with other development 
goals.  
After a conflict, literacy education can have many additional functions to the pure teaching of 
skills. Literacy education can for example serve as a forum in which adults can process the 
traumatic experiences they have experienced as a result of the conflict (Hanemann 2005, 13). 
Also, the roots of the conflict can be discussed and addressed in the literacy circles. This can 
help people to heal from the conflict‟s traumas, although this requires a safe space with an 
environment of trust and takes time (p. 13). During the conflict, community members may 
have been forced to flee to different locations. Literacy circles offer a forum in which to 
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regain mutual trust between different community members. McCaffery (2005) mentions also 
how in the literacy education circles, non-violent communication skills can be learnt and later 
used and spread in the surrounding communities. Moreover, literacy and numeracy skills can 
be enhanced. These multiple factors together build a solid ground for further developmental 
projects in the fragile post-conflict environment (Smith, Wheaton & Mosselson 2009, 2-3). 
After such a violent conflict positive development is vital to fortify peoples‟ trust in life again 
(Svärd 2010, 57). McCafferey (2005) reminds us that,  
“The literacy circle cannot take the place of medical, psychiatric and conflict 
resolution services, but it can provide a place of safety and a space for 
accepting the past and daring to think of the future” (pp. 457-458). 
Though providing fertile soil for the growth of many healing and developing processes, 
education should never be considered automatically as having positive consequences. 
Hanemann (2005, 1) reminds us that education in a conflict or post-conflict setting can heal 
the causes of the conflict, but it can also worsen and reignite the root causes of the conflict. 
He points out cases from Kosovo, Timor-Leste, and Nepal, where educational spheres made 
possible the spreading of ethnic conflict (pp. 14-15). A UNICEF study (Bush & Saltarelli 
2000) points out how education can be used to oppress a minorities‟ customs, habits and 
culture as well as language, and how specific versions of history and geography are taught 
with other narratives are excluded. Although the study is concerned with primary education, 
the same issues should be taken into consideration when talking about adult education. The 
educational system which existed before the war should be examined carefully to identify 
possible problematic areas and cause of division and to avoid the continuance of these 
phenomena by creating more accessible and equal structures (Smith et al. 2009, 2). This work 
is vital to find out whether or not the spheres of litearcy education were contributors to the 
conflict (Haanemann 2005, 21). 
After the war there are many challenges in implementing literacy programmes, such as the 
lack of infrastructure and a weak security situation (Smith et al. 2009, 4). Due to the brain 
drain and an absence of educational possibilities, there can be a lack of trained instructors and 
facilitators in a post-conflict society. People‟s ability to participate in the literacy group can be 
restricted because their primary and overwhelming concern is searching for a livelihood. They 
can also be doubtful about the motives of the education provider, questioning why someone is 
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providing this free non-formal education. In general, education in a post-conflict society 
requires a different set of approaches than that in stable societies. For example, 
psychodynamic aspects of learning and social elements must be taken carefully into 
consideration in a post-conflict society (Newell Jones & McCaffery 2007, 22). 
 
2.2.4. Sierra Leone and Adult Literacy  
Wiuff Moe (2010, 30) echoing Clements, Boege, Brown, Foley & Nolan (2007) writes that 
acting both as a threat and a hindrance to the stability of a fragile state is the link missing 
between the state and its society. A society‟s high illiteracy rate widens this gap as people are 
often excluded from the decision making process. A low literacy rate, especially among Sierra 
Leonean women, restrains people from effective participation in the decision making process 
of the country (Government of the Republic of Sierra Leone 2010, 29). 
In Sierra Leone, both providing basic education to children and providing non-formal 
education for adults face challenges. Though primary education is officially free of charge in 
Sierra Leone, 30% of primary aged school children are out of school (Republic of Sierra 
Leone 2008, 79). Some of these children have never had an opportunity to start school, and 
some of them have dropped out halfway through, leading to the existence of a large gap 
between enrollment and the completion of schooling. Girls drop out from school more often 
than boys because of early marriages, cultural barriers, sexual harassment, and economic 
reasons (Government of the Republic of Sierra Leone 2010, 23-24). One factor negatively 
affecting the schooling of children is the low level of education regarding the adults. Among 
Sierra Leonean adults, 58% of the women and 46% of the men have no formal education at all 
(Statistics Sierra Leone 2008, 18). These figures vary a lot between the different regions of 
Sierra Leone. A lack of education means also means a lack of literacy skills. According to the 
Sierra Leone Demographic and Health Survey (SLDHS) 2008, 74% of women and 55% of 
men are illiterate (Statistics Sierra Leone 2008, 36). In rural areas, the illiteracy rate is as high 
as 89% among women and 73% among men (p. 18).  
Svärd (2010, 54) writes that according to Hinton (2002), one reason for mass illiteracy in 
Sierra Leone is the poverty of educational policies after independence in 1961. Technical and 
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vocational training were ignored, which is one reason for the many dropouts and many of the 
current populations‟ lack of capabilities to earn their own livelihood (p. 54). Currently there is 
a lack of competent policy for non-formal education, which adversely affects its already scant 
allocation of educational resources (Gandi 2010). According to the Analysis of Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Papers and Non Formal Education (NFE) policies in Sierra Leone (2010), 
0,03 % of Sierra Leone‟s education budget (2009) was allocated towards youth and adult 
education.  
Svärd (2010, 59) comments, that investment in education and access to information are 
crucial for societies like Sierra Leone to provide peace and broaden the outlook of its citizens. 
Also in the Sierra Leonean Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) (Republic of Sierra 
Leone 2008, 81), education is seen as fundamental to the reduction of poverty but there are no 
strategic measures that specifically mention increasing the number of literate adults in the 
country. 
 
2.2.5. Development Challenges in Fragile Sierra Leone  
Sierra Leone is little by little constructing democratic rule and focusing effort toward 
economic growth as well as the developmental problems the country is facing. The Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) has been growing from 6 to 7% a year, though it is estimated that it 
is not sufficient to pull the country out of poverty (Government of the Republic of Sierra 
Leone 2010, 17). The first post-war presidential elections were held in 2002, followed by 
local government elections in 2004 (OECD 2009, 4). The government has put much effort on 
decentralization to support the participation of citizens in governance and to foster 
transparency in politics (Republic of Sierra Leone 2008, 104).  
Sierra Leone‟s government, along with many other developing countries, has written a 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) as a policy to overcome poverty and other 
developmental challenges. The PRSP for 2008-2012, also called the Agenda for Change in 
Sierra Leone, is tightly embedded with the United Nation‟s Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG), which the government of Sierra Leone has committed itself to achieving. The PRSP 
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focuses strongly on economic growth – probably because of its link to the WB and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) (see also Järvinen 2007, 23). 
In Sierra Leone‟s PRSP, four priorities are presented to strengthen the country‟s development: 
improving of reliable power supplies, raising the productivity of agriculture and fisheries, 
developing the national transport network, and creating sustainable human development 
through improved social services (Republic of Sierra Leone 2008). Corruption, illicit drugs, 
and youth unemployment are seen as factors hindering the achievement of these priorities. In 
the PRSP it is mentioned, that Sierra Leone lacks proper social protection policy. Currently 
the services are provided only patchily by government and various NGOs. This means a lack 
of coherent and equally accessible services for the protection of vulnerable groups. 
There are various causes and effects of the absolute poverty in Sierra Leone. One current 
challenge is to reduce the mortality rate of children under the age of five - approximately one 
in every five children dies before reaching the age of five in Sierra Leone (UN 2010). Major 
causes of under-five mortality are diarrhea, pneumonia and malaria (WHO 2008), with 
malnutrition also playing its part (Republic of Sierra Leone 2008, 84). Also in Sierra Leone 
the number of maternal deaths is one of the highest in the world (Government of the Republic 
of Sierra Leone 2010, 36). To overcome this high mortality rate, Sierra Leone needs more 
trained health officials, better health equipment, adequate medical supplies, stronger family 
planning education, and also a reduction in the percentage of mothers that are illiterate (p. 32).  
Living conditions and facilities vary a lot between urban and rural communities in Sierra 
Leone. Only 32% of rural communities have access to clean water coverage, compared to 
84% of urban communities (Republic of Sierra Leone 2008, 85). There are also big 
differences in access to sanitation facilities, and electricity is an infrequent commodity in the 
rural communities (p. 85).   
Corruption, organized crime, weak government policies, along with previously mentioned 
development challenges, are seen as threats to maintaining peace in Sierra Leone (Republic of 
Sierra Leone 2008, 102). The political situation in neighboring Liberia and Guinea also 
affects the stability of Sierra Leone. As Sierra Leone is suffering from severe poverty, 
changes in oil and food prices can create agitation amongst the citizens. Also the large 
number of unemployed youth is considered to be a simmering tension which could adversely 
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affect the country‟s peace (Republic of Sierra Leone 2008, 36). There is a concern that during 
the election year of 2012 the young unemployed will react to the frustration they have in 
destructive ways (Seppo 2010).  
 
2.2.6. Finnish Refugee Council in Sierra Leone  
The FRC is a Finnish NGO that has been working in Sierra Leone since 2003 running 
participatory adult literacy education and community development projects. The FRC‟s work 
in the field of adult education posed a framework for this study, and enabled me to gain 
access to the communities to collect empirical data. Aside from Sierra Leone, the FRC runs 
similar development co-operation projects in Uganda, Liberia and Thailand. Their work is 
concentrated on refugees and returnees. A large part of their funding comes from the Finnish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  
In Sierra Leone the FRC runs an adult literacy project called Building up livelihood skills with 
Adult Literacy (Finnish Refugee Council 2008). In 2010, 6001 persons participated in the 
adult literacy circles, of which 3256 were women (Kallon 2010). Participation in the literacy 
circles is free of charge. By the time I conducted my study there were two different levels of 
language development for the participants to choose from. The FRC had recognized the need 
for a third level as well, and the preparations for introducing a third level in certain 
communities were in progress. 
The FRC also has a training and employment programme for young adults and part of this 
work involves supporting and encouraging local radio stations to broadcast educational 
programmes. Another of the FRC‟s objectives is to train local NGOs and stakeholders in 
capacity building.   
In their work, the FRC uses the Regenerated Freirean Literacy through Empowering 
Community Techniques (REFLECT) approach which combines Paulo Freire‟s thoughts with 
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) techniques. The REFLECT approach will be presented 
and explained in following chapters. Although the FRC‟s projects concentrate primarily on 
education, its mandate in Sierra Leone is not educational. It is a refugee agency working in 
the field of both post-conflict rehabilitation and pre-conflict prevention work. The objective of 
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the FRC‟s work is to support returnees in rebuilding their lives and enhancing their 
livelihoods, as well as strengthening their self-esteem. The long term development objective 
of the adult education project is  
“To promote socio-economic development for sustainable peace and social 
stability in 5 districts in Sierra Leone” (Finnish Refugee Council 2008). 
The FRC has provided a sustainability fund for all of the literacy circles. The idea behind the 
sustainability fund is to ensure the continuity of activities even when the FRC ends its 
operations in Sierra Leone. The sustainability fund also works as a concrete and direct poverty 
reduction tool. The participants of the literacy circle decide how to invest the money, while 
the Circle Management Committee
2
 (CMC) monitors the use of the money. Communities 
have, for example, utilized the fund to purchase goats, seeds, and tools for agricultural 
purposes. In all of the communities I visited a percentage of the money was reserved for 
micro loans, which the participants could borrow and return with minimal interest payments. 
Cooperation with local organizations is a great way of strengthening and expanding civil 
society in Sierra Leone. The FRC works closely with Sierra Leonean local officials and the 
heads of the communities. The actual implementation and running of the literacy groups is 
done by eight local partner organizations. In the three communities that I visited, there were 
three groups working in cooperation: ISLAG – Islamic Action Group (in the community of 
Telu Bongor), NMJD - Network Movement for Justice and Development (in Kobeibu), and 
CEDA - Community Empowerment and Development Agent (in Nyandehun Gandema).  
 
2.3. Different Approaches to the Literacy Education 
Literacy is understood in many ways and it has also been taught also through using many 
different methods. The approaches vary from mass literacy campaigns, to the more 
participatory literacy approaches. Contexts and realities vary a lot between countries, and that 
is why specific knowledge of the society is needed when planning educational activities 
(Torres 2004, 16). What works for one environment, does not necessarily work for another (p. 
                                                          
2
 CMC consists usually from the town chief, women and youth group leader, religious authorities and a 
representative of facilitators and participants of the adult literacy circle.  
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16). Shiohata (2009, 66) reminds that the way literacy is understood affects also the way it is 
taught and what kinds of outcomes can be expected.  
Many researchers claim that adult education impacts upon surrounding communities, 
improving the participation of citizens in reducing levels of poverty. Subban (2007) talks 
about the linkage between adult literacy education and the development of communities. She 
presents Giroux‟s division of literacy into functional, cultural and critical literacy (Subban 
2007, 70), claiming that when programmes concentrate solely on functionality (individuals 
and their educational needs) the root causes of illiteracy are left aside (p. 70). Subban urges 
for more critical and holistic views in literacy education, which would lead to more collective 
and empowering ways of learning, giving the participants tools to help overcome delimiting 
structures (pp. 71-72; 78).  
 
2.3.1. Empowering Adult Literacy Practices and the REFLECT Approach 
Empowerment and empowering practices are widely discussed concepts in the field of adult 
literacy education – they are also at the core of the current discussion about development and 
poverty reduction (Järvinen 2007, 60). The concept of empowerment also appears widely in 
other contexts, from individuals‟ wellbeing to the development of organizations. It is studied 
in education and sociology, but also for example in business and the nursing sciences 
(Siitonen 1999, 82).  
Torres (2004, 22) explains how learning literacy skills and participating in a literacy learning 
circle can be an empowering process; in Gómez‟s (2008, 103) terminology this would be 
described as the “internal dimension” of adult literacy education. Also Comings and Soricone 
(2005, 6) speak about the empowering impacts of participating in a literacy circle, especially 
among women. Coming together enhances the dialogue between community members, but it 
also increases self-confidence by providing a secure place for one to express their opinions, 
and also to be encouraged to do so (p. 6) Problems of everyday life can be solved together or 
at the very least one may gain new perspectives on them.  
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Though various researchers underline the impacts of adult literacy education, Bartlett (2008) 
criticizes,  
“Popular conceptions hold that literacy has some kind of ´effect´, that it 
provides those who become literate with improved job prospects and/or 
empowerment” (p. 737). 
Along with the critics Bartlett also refers to how development agencies aim to get more 
funding by underlining in their policies the stress they put on empowerment. She states that 
the consequence of literacy is tightly connected with the literacy programmes that are used 
and with the context they are implemented in.  
One transformative way to teach literacy, taking in consideration the reality of participants 
and the consequences of literacy, is the REFLECT approach (Newell Jones & McCaffery 
2007, 16). The REFLECT approach is a participatory bottom-up technique, with the ultimate 
goal of enhancing literacy skills but also empowering and mobilize mobilizing people 
(Counting seeds for Change 2009, 13-15). In other words, participating in a REFLECT group 
is a process which serves as a base for encouraging both individual and social change. The 
learning of literacy skills furthers participants‟ possibilities to participate in the society and 
gather valuable knowledge from it (Counting seeds for Change 2009, 13-15). Literacy skills 
can also enhance an individual‟s influence over the usage of power within a society; to control 
or even help replace those who hold the positions of power. 
The REFLECT approach is a combination of Paulo Freire‟s thoughts and Participatory Rural 
Appraisal (PRA) techniques (McCaffery 2005, 453). It was developed by David Archer for an 
NGO called ActionAid in the 1990‟s (p. 453). Currently the REFLECT approach is used in 60 
countries by over 350 organizations (ActionAid 2011). 
 
2.3.2. Freire’s Thoughts and the REFLECT 
The REFLECT approach is based on the thoughts of Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1921-
1997). At the core of Freire‟s thinking is an ontological objective, meaning that human beings 
can be fully human and that they should have the possibilities to become fully human 
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(Tomperi 2005, 25). This realization of potentialities is often obstructed by thick power 
structures and social inequality (p. 25). These unequal structures can also be seen  in a class 
room. To understand better the REFLECT approach and the philosophy behind it, the ideas of 
Paulo Freire should be examined more closely. 
One of the most famous books by Freire is the Pedagogia do oprimido (Pedagogy of the 
oppressed) published for the first time in Portuguese in 1968, and in English 1970. It is a book 
about social transformation which is attained through education and awareness. It discusses 
how access to information is connected with access to power. The book focuses on the role of 
dialogue and the pre-existing knowledge that people have. Freire‟s pedagogy is widely 
applied in different fields, for example in philosophy, education, and sociology (Hannula 
2000, 3). Also in empowerment theories Freire‟s thoughts are widely adopted.   
In order to understand Freire‟s thinking and its implementation in current educational 
practices, one must examine also the context where he grew up, studied, and worked. In the 
following I will summarize briefly how the political situations in Brazil and Latin America 
affected Freire‟s work (see e.g. Hannula 2000) – for example his work centered on 
landowning rights and the inequality of income amongst the population. Because of his leftist 
leanings Freire was in the 1960s exiled from Brazil when the country was under military rule. 
Freire was considered Marxist (Comings & Soricone 2005, 10) but he was also involved with 
the church and worked for a long time for the World Council of Churches. Aside from 
working with literacy programmes and educational reform in his home country of Brazil, 
Freire also worked in Guinea-Bissau (Hannula 2000, 2).  
Freire represents the critical view of pedagogy and literacy. He reinforces the idea that 
literacy skills are not only the capability to put syllables in a logical order, but rather a tool for 
deepening the consciousness of people about their surrounding world (Freire 1985, 10). With 
words a person can read the world, and reflect about that world (Freire 1972; 1985). Literacy 
skills are also tools to free oneself from the culture of silence and exclusion from 
transformation of the surrounding society (Freire 1985, 50). The culture of silence inhibits 
one to be fully his or herself (p. 50).   
Freire talks about a term called banking education where knowledge is crammed into the 
students‟ heads without giving them an opportunity to “chew it” or process it (Freire 1972, 
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57-59). In banking education importance is given to memorizing data, and not for reflecting 
about that same data (pp. 57-59). This, according to Freire, makes the students passive and 
inhibits the students‟ natural curiosity and development of critical skills (p. 60). In banking 
education students are more like objects, they are not treated as active human beings 
(Kreisberg 1992, 8). 
The basis of consciousness (conscientizacão), another important term in Freire‟s work, is to 
understand that a person exists in the world but also with the world (Freire 1985, 68). Without 
self-knowledge and knowledge of the world, a person can be only in the world (p. 68). This 
problem can be seen as one target of the REFLECT groups as well; to empower people to take 
their full position in the world.  
Freire talks a lot about praxis, referring to reflection and action. This term praxis is interpreted 
slightly differently by different scholars. Adams (1996) explains it as a combination of 
individual empowerment and social change (p. 63). Lee‟s (2001, 35) interpretation of praxis is 
a combination and on-going process of reflection and action. Praxis could be explained also as 
a state, where people are subjects, actors of their own lives and “makers” of history – or as 
empowered people who can transform society through praxis.  
Freire underlines also the importance of dialogue, explaining it as an encounter between 
human beings, “in order to name the world” (1972, 76). If a person is denied access to his 
own words, the dialogue cannot occur (p. 76). Freire says that the use of words and the 
naming of the world should be “the right of every man” (p. 76). The REFLECT groups can 
work as space for sharing people‟s words, but also as a space for learning how to use words – 
by learning to read and write them. 
As previously mentioned, the work of Paulo Freire is often referred to in studies on 
empowerment and education. For example Lee (2001, 34; 86) speaks about how critical 
consciousness can be reached through transformation and becoming aware of the power 
structures within a society. Transformation is a “vision of social change” but also “a process 
and outcome of throwing off oppression in one‟s life and in the life of the community” (p. 34). 
A rise in critical consciousness is, according to Lee, also a rise in the recognition of new 
alternatives. 
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Among being tightly intertwined with the time and political context, Freire‟s ideology has 
received criticism for seeing oppression as “single and focused” (Rogers 2006, 132) whilst in 
reality they argue there exist many kinds of oppressions in societies (p. 132) which can hinder 
the liberation of people. 
 
2.3.3. The REFLECT in Practice  
The teaching methods of the REFLECT approach are based on PRA. PRA was developed by 
Robert Chambers to hear the voices of marginalized people and to strengthen local ownership 
in the development co-operation projects (Gbaydee Doe, McCaffery & Newell Jones 2004, 5). 
To value participants‟ previous knowledge and reality a wide range of participatory tools are 
used, such as role-play, mapping, and the usage of agriculture calendars (see e.g. Newell 
Jones & McCaffery 2007, 24).  
At the core of REFLECT‟s practicalities is the idea that people should create their own 
textbooks by using words which are important for their own reality; they should code their 
lives by themselves. That is why ready-made textbooks are not used in the REFLECT literacy 
circles. The literacy groups are guided by a facilitator who will conduct mapping, calendars, 
and matrices about participants‟ everyday lives (McCaffery et al. 2007, 97). Dialogue 
between group members is a fundamental part of the learning process in the REFLECT 
approach. This is how common problems are discussed and developing literacy skills are put 
into practice. The challenge is how to bring up the issues, discuss and reflect together and 
transform the existing knowledge to serve more efficiently the people‟s needs.  
The facilitators have a crucial role in creating an environment suitable for the germination of 
dialogue (Subban 2007, 86). In the FRC‟s literacy groups the facilitators come from the same 
community where the literacy circle is held. In some communities it has been challenging to 
find people who are literate enough to facilitate a group. A particular difficulty has been to get 
women to work as a facilitator; one reason for this is the generally low level of education 
amongst Sierra Leonean women. 
When planning literacy education, one issue to consider is which language should be used. 
Omolewa (2008, 706) speaks about the problematic issues of language, reminding that 
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because many literacy programmes in Africa are kept in colonial or ex-colonial languages, 
people may become literate but not in their own mother tongue. This can lead to a situation 
where the dominant literacy marginalizes and oppresses the non-dominant literacies (Rogers 
2001, 208). The official language of Sierra Leone is English, but many non-educated Sierra 
Leoneans living in rural areas do not speak English. The Southern region I visited is 
dominated by the Mende language, Krio being the second most used language. In the first 
project mappings conducted by the FRC in Sierra Leone it was discussed which language 
should be used in the literacy groups. According to a FRC worker (Perähuhta 2010) the result 
of this discussion was that the partners and first participants of the literacy circles themselves 
wanted to have the literacy education in English and not in Mende or Krio.  
The REFLECT approach was chosen in FRC‟s programmes because it was seen as an 
effective tool not only  for the traditional teaching of reading and writing, but also to provide 
a space to process the causes of a long and brutal civil war (Seppänen 2009, 19). It had also 
been used in Sierra Leone before the war by at least WorldVision and ActionAid (p. 19). 
According to Gbaydee Doe et al. (2004) the REFLECT approach is appropriate for usage in 
the peace building process, due to its having a “psychosocial dimension of literacy” (p. 3). 
The tools used in the REFLECT approach can be used to tackle the root causes of the conflict 
and to understand the tensions that exist within the community, as well as to enhance the 
relationship between different community members (p. 6).  
Even though the REFLECT approach provides a space for people‟s own voices, it is not a 
totally objective approach. The literacy projects are often funded by a national or an 
international donor, which have their own policies about how the money should be used. A 
further challenge with the REFLECT approach is that the facilitators have to be well trained 
about PRA  in order for them to be able to produce the learning materials themselves through 
PRA methods. This training can take much time and effort because often the facilitators, who 
must be from those few in the community who can read and write, are primary school 
teachers; they have to first “unlearn” what they have learnt about traditional teaching and then 
learn again about participatory and interactive pedagogy. This was the case in the 
communities I visited because many of the facilitators were indeed primary school teachers.  
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2.4. Concluding Thoughts about the Context of the Study 
In this study I am examining the meanings that the Sierra Leoneans give to their participation 
in adult literacy education. In hermeneutic phenomenological research the importance of 
taking into consideration the sociocultural context, cultural practices, and history is 
emphasized (see e.g. van Manen 1990, 12; Fairbrother 2007, 48). This is why I felt it was 
important to describe the concept and current literature on discussion about adult literacy as 
well as the context of Sierra Leone. At this stage of the research I should point out that my 
consciousness of the matter altered throughout the process of making this study. The more I 
studied the context the more my understanding and interpretation of the data became 
modified. The next step is to discuss in more detail the methods of the study and my position 
as a researcher. 
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3. The Aim and Realization of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to enhance knowledge of adult literacy education. I am trying to 
understand  
What does it mean for Sierra Leonean adults to participate in non-formal literacy 
education in rural Sierra Leone?  
I want to find out why people are willing to participate in adult literacy education, and what 
kind of significances they give for the existence of literacy education in their communities. I 
also ask what it means for adults to learn basic literacy skills. I approach these questions 
through everyday life, taking into consideration the context of Sierra Leone which is one of 
the poorest countries in the world and still recovering from a civil war. Instead of trying to 
make wider generalizations through individuals‟ experiences, I am aiming to get a deeper 
understand of specific peoples‟ individual lives (Laine 2001, 30) – in this case adults who are 
learning literacy skills in rural Sierra Leone.  
In this study I am studying meanings and experiences. Perttula (2006, 116; 137) states that 
experiences are part of a person‟s conscious being and they are bounded with people‟s 
situation in life. Experiences are formed by conscious subjects through actions (p. 116). 
Throughout my study I kept in mind that people have different kinds of experiences from the 
same situations. The experiences and the meanings people give to their experiences are 
personal, but also culturally learned – for example which words person choses to explain a 
certain experience or what kinds of experiences are specified as an “experience”. 
 
3.1. Hermeneutic-Phenomenology as a Starting Point for the Research 
Phenomenlogy can be understood widely as a philosophy, as an approach, or as a method 
(Virtanen 2006, 152). Phenomenology is interested in phenomena and in the interpretation of 
these phenomena. The father of phenomenology is said to be the philosopher Edmund Husserl 
(1859-1938), who according to Laverty (2003)  
“…saw this method [phenomenology] as a way of reaching true meaning 
through penetrating deeper and deeper into reality” (p. 5). 
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Husserl wanted to concentrate on the real and pure experience, where he thought the objective 
knowledge could be found (Virtanen 2006, 155). At the core of phenomenology is the study 
of people‟s experiences in as pure a form as possible. This means that the researcher should 
observe the phenomenon or experience as open-mindedly as possible without interposing 
theoretical interpretation (Varto 1992, 86). In my research certain concepts are presented at 
the beginning of the study and these concepts direct me to categorize the experiences of the 
participants. 
Phenomenology is interested in people‟s experiences of everyday life (van Manen 1990, 9). It 
is based on an ontology that sees human beings are active creatures and so their experiences 
should be studied as such. In phenomenology it is seen that human life is intentional and that 
all of our lived experiences have some kind of meaning for us (Laine 2001, 29). The 
experiences are gained through the interaction between the surrounding reality and the given 
meanings (p. 29). Phenomenleogy is inductive, aiming first to describe the meanings, without 
categorizing or building controlling theories (van Manen 1990, 9; Laine 2001, 29). 
When doing phenomenological research one have to keep in mind that it involves the 
reflection of past experiences – so phenomenological reflection is always “retrospective” (van 
Manen 1990, 10). The experience of a meeting between different people here the researcher 
and the interviewees, is also constructed through previous knowledge and experiences. 
My purpose is to study people‟s experiences. I understand human beings as conscious, bodily, 
and active creatures influenced by the surrounding reality. In Rauhala‟s (1989) words my idea 
of a man is holistic. Rauhala explains how these different aspects are represented in the 
consciousness of human beings (p. 27). Consciousness is on the other hand built upon 
meanings, and when we are studying people and how they understand life, we are studying 
the meanings they have given to different experiences.  
In my research I am also interpreting peoples‟ experiences – that is why it has a hermeneutic 
dimension as well
3
. The interpretation is a process itself, which can be described as a 
hermeneutic circle. This means that the interpretations form a kind of spiral of understanding. 
                                                          
3
 Hermeneutic as a term comes from Greek word hermeneuo, which means interpration of written texts or 
translating from one language to another. In Greek mythology Hermes worked as a messenger between gods and 
human beings. (See Kusch 1986: 13.) 
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This spiral and gathering of knowledge does not have an absolute beginning (Siljander 1988, 
115-116) and the level of understanding deepens throughout the whole research (Laine 2001, 
36-37). The interpretation process is present throughout the analysis of my study. Firstly I am 
interpreting the informants‟ speech and interpreting what are their experiences, secondly I 
interpret that certain experiences can be arrayed under wider topics
4
 and then I interpret and 
discuss these bigger units making conclusions of the interpreted experiences. 
Martin Heidegger‟s (1889-1976) interest in “the situated meaning of human world” (Laverty 
2003, 24) condenses the idea of hermeneutic phenomenology. Heidegger understood that 
knowledge is created in the encounter between human beings and reality (Virtanen 2006, 
156). Hermeneutic phenomenology combines descriptive (phenomenological) and 
interpretive (hermeneutic) methodology (van Manen 1990, 180). The researcher is aware of 
how things appear in their contexts (descriptive) and also aims to capture these phenomena in 
the form of a text (interpretive) (p. 180-181). The research therefore starts from the collection 
of meanings that people give to their experiences, it then continues to the interpretation of 
these meanings (Laine 2001, 31) - keeping in mind that these interpretations are the result of a 
specific place and time. I also recognize that I cannot truly interpret or understand other 
peoples‟ experiences. 
Though the aim of my study is to study the participants‟ experiences and given meanings, my 
study also has some of the features of a traditional ethnographic study. Ethnography may be 
interpreted in different ways; as a philosophical paradigm and as a research method 
(Metsämuuronen 2006, 216). For Puuronen (2007, 102) ethnography is an approach rather 
than a method. He says that ethnography is suited for researchers, who aim to understand the 
informants‟ lives from their perspective and in their reality. The researcher has to keep in 
mind however, that there is no single truth about reality (Guba & Lincoln 2005, 183) and that 
his/her presence in the field affects the social dynamics of a community.  
Hakala and Hynninen (2007, 223-225) claim that through ethnographies, people whose voice 
is usually ignored can be heard. Critical ethnographies include the idea that the purpose of 
research is also to empower people and help them to see the oppressing structures in society 
(pp. 223-225). Doing social research is, repeating Punch‟s (2005, 135) words, always a 
                                                          
4
 See topic 3.6. Different Steps of Analysis 
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“political process”; so throughout the study I had to remain aware that the power aspect and 
the social context were always present. 
 
3.2. My position as a Researcher 
As a researcher I am interested in the subjective experiences of the people (Virtanen 2006, 
167). I assume that the things the informants tell me are the subjective truth about their reality 
and their experiences. I do though recognize that the things said during the interviews are 
determined by time, space, specific conditions and the researcher‟s own (my own) view on 
the world (Hakala & Hynninen 2007, 211-214). During the research process I continuously 
questioned my prejudices, knowledge, and presumptions which might have influenced the 
study. I also took into consideration the difference in power positions between me as a 
researcher and the participants of the study. Even though the researcher aims to do “good”, it 
should be critically examined if the “good” is considered as such by the informants of the 
study (Sumner 2007, 59).  
As my study is a qualitative one, the aim was to get as close as possible to the examined 
people‟s lives,  
“viewing events and the social world through the eyes of the people” (Bryman 
& Teevan 2005, 153).  
Trying to understand the participants own viewpoints was complicated by obvious cultural 
differences. Was I able to interpret the things I saw and the words (meanings) I heard in a 
way, that the participants would consider familiar or “correct” for them? Were there some 
culturally bounded meanings present in their dialogue and the interview situations that I did 
not notice and therefore did not take in consideration? 
The context of rural Sierra Leone was quite unknown to me before entering the field, so it was 
rather difficult to visualize the interview situations beforehand. This situation of being a 
complete stranger was not only negative however; it also had its advantages for my research. 
On the one hand, as Laine (2001, 32-33) mentions, being acquainted with the context and 
experiences forms the foundation for the research. On the other hand, limited knowledge of 
the reality and context of rural Sierra Leone created more open ground for the interpretations  
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I made from the interviews and observations (p. 34). As I have lived and studied abroad and 
in so-called “third world” countries before, living and interacting in a context other than 
„Finland‟ was not something unfamiliar for me. 
 
3.3. Interview as a Data Collection Method 
Van Manen (1990, 30) claims that there is no certain path to follow in hermeneutic 
phenomenology. Laine (2001, 33) agrees with this idea, adding that every hermeneutic 
phenomenological study is constructed through a unique process – unique because of the 
specific character of the researcher, the informants, and the situational aspects of the study. In 
every hermeneutic phenomenological research it should be carefully pondered which methods 
are best suited to capturing the “experiences and given meanings” as authentically as possible 
(p. 33). As I was familiarizing myself with the research context and methodology, I concluded 
that making interviews would be the best way of gaining an understanding of the life of rural 
Sierra Leoneans who are participating in the literacy circles. I also kept a diary throughout the 
time of my field research in Sierra Leone.  
I planned a set series of topics (see Appendix I) to be discussed during the interviews but also 
left some room for unexpected or spontaneous dialogue so that the interviews would be 
flexible and allow space for valuable information (Bryman & Teevan 2005, 184). The 
interviews I conducted can therefore be called semi-structured interviews. Hirsjärvi and 
Hurme (2009, 48) note that the semi-structured interview “releases” the researcher from 
his/her role, giving more space for the respondents.  
Because of the language barrier, I had to conduct the interviews with the aid of a local 
interpreter. She translated the interviews from either the Mende or Krio language to English. 
The interpreter, with whom I worked, had been working with adult literacy programmes 
before, as well as with foreigners. She had also studied in at university level, so she was 
aware of the academic context of doing research. Before entering the field we talked about her 
role, and how her task is to interpret exactly what is said in the interviews. She was paid for 
her interpretation work. 
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An interview is conducted with cooperation between the researcher and the informants – both 
will exert a certain amount of influence on each other (Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2009, 23; 42-43). 
Unlike an informal conversation, an interview is an intentional and planned method to gather 
information (pp. 42-43), although the actual interview may stray a little from what had been 
planned beforehand Positions and power relations also affect communication between the 
interviewer and interviewee (Tolonen & Palmu 2007, 99-101).  
As in any social study, the role of language has a central position in my study. Being a 
hermeneutic phenomenological study, the aim is to interpret the lived experiences as they are 
told to me (van Manen 1990, 180-181). My data consists of interviews which are based on 
words and interpretations of these same words (see e.g. Hirsjärvi & Hurme 2009, 48-49). To 
be absolutely clear, in my study I work with the words chosen by the interpreter, not from 
speech uttered directly from the participants. One question is: how did the English words she 
chose relate to the actual words the interviewed person used? Is there some special meaning 
with the language or metaphors that I, as an outsider, do not know how to interpret or put into 
the right context?  
As van Manen (1990, 18) states, in hermeneutic phenomenology the interest is in how human 
beings are engaged with their worlds – so the data should be collected in natural situations 
where people live and construct their meanings. Interviews are always bound with the context 
and social settings in which they take place, which should be also taken into consideration 
when analyzing the data (Fontana & Fray 2005). To keep the environment as “natural” as 
possible, I decided to conduct the interviews wherever the people felt most relaxed, or where 
it was most convenient for them. Some of the interviews I conducted while the female 
participant was cooking and other interviews were conducted either just before the literacy 
circle sessions or immediately after. 
 
3.4. Staying in the Field and Realizing the Interviews  
The data was collected during my one month stay in Sierra Leone, in October 2010. My 
interpreter and I stayed in three different communities in Southern Sierra Leone; three days in 
Telu Bongor and Kobeibu, and two days in Nyandehun Gandema. I could not ascertain the 
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exact number of inhabitants in these communities, but none of them had a population of more 
than 800. The town of Bo served as a base during my stay in Sierra Leone.  
We made brief courtesy visits to two of the communities before the actual data collecting 
visits. During these courtesy visits the heads of the communities were asked for permission to 
conduct the study and for myself and the interpreter to stay in the communities. I also met 
some off the literacy circle participants. Thanks to the courtesy visits I gained at least a faint 
image of the reality that I was supposed to study. I assume that these visits also helped to 
build confidence between myself and the community members, though I also wrote in my 
observation diary that It was good and important to have these courtesy visits, but on the other 
hand, does it give the facilitators a possibility to “prepare” the participants to give certain 
answers?   
According to Grönfors (1982, 83) even though the researcher tries to enter the field with an 
open and empty mind; he/she always has some kind of image about the informants and their 
way of life. This determines how the researcher interprets the things he/she observes (p. 83). I 
started collecting data already on my first visits to the communities, making observations and 
interpretations and transforming them into notes that I wrote in my observation diary. From 
the very moment I entered the communities, I tried to build a atmosphere of trust with the 
community members.  
The interviewees where chosen by the criteria of availability and willingness to participate in 
the study (see Laverty 2003, 29). These are important factors when conducting empirical 
human research (Perttula 2006, 153). After arriving in the communities, I asked the 
participants of the literacy circle directly whether they wanted to be interviewed. No one 
refused and I tried to choose people of both sexes and from different age groups to gain a 
wide range of experiences.  
I conducted 15 interviews with participants in the literacy circles. Because of practical issues, 
some of the interviews were conducted in group form with either two or three participants 
being interviewed at the same time. In total I interviewed 20 people; 11 women and 9 men. 
Most of the interviewees could not be sure about their exact age, but all of them were older 
than 18 years. One female participant was clearly older that the others. With the exception of 
one person, all of the interviewees had one or more children. Amongst the 20 interviewed 
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persons there was a town chief, a section chief, and an imam (Islamic religious leader). To 
protect the anonymity of the participants I will not tell the numbers of male and female 
interviewees who participated from each specific community. Among the interviewees there 
were three people who had attended school beforehand, but not for more than a few years. 
Two of the three had to quit school because their families could not afford it anymore and the 
other one quit because of the war. One man had studied some Arabic before because he 
worked as an imam.  The length of participation in the literacy education varied from one 
month to three years. Some of the female participants had started literacy education some time 
ago, but due to pregnancies they had to take a break from the participation.  
I also conducted five interviews with the facilitators (all of whom were male) and altogether 
five interviews with the community stakeholders. These sets of interviews served as 
secondary data. For additional information, I also interviewed four male participants, whose 
wives were not participating in the literacy circles. During my stays in the communities I also 
observed the actual literacy circles in progress and wrote notes on them in my observation 
diary. To gain a wider perspective of the topic, I interviewed two FRC employees in Sierra 
Leone and one in Finland. In Sierra Leone I also had the opportunity to interview 
representatives of the FRC‟s partner organizations, one a representative of adult non-formal 
education from the Ministry of Education and the other a UNDP country director.  
A phenomenological interview should be as natural and relaxed as possible, giving space to 
the interviewee (Laine 2001, 37). I started the interviews by explaining the purpose of my 
study, then I continued with easy, introductory questions which were rather concrete; such as 
how long people have been participating in the literacy circle, and what motivated them to 
participate (see Appendix). Later I asked more abstract questions and also some that 
concerned more personal details I aimed to be as open as possible during the interviews – not 
leading the conversation too much and letting the interview progress much as a natural 
conversation would. The amount of time an informant participated in the literacy education 
determined somewhat the progression of the interview – with newcomers I asked more about 
their reasons for participation and any expectations they might have, and with the people who 
had been attending for longer we discussed what possible impacts the literacy circle had had 
on their lives. 
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The interviews lasted from 30 to 75 minutes. With the exception of two, all of the interviews 
were recorded. I also wrote notes during the interview. In all of the cases, I asked the 
interviewee whether they would mind if the interviews were recorded. One lady seemed so 
nervous, that I decided it would be best not to use the recorder. Despite her nervousness, she 
very much wanted to be interviewed. The interview environment of my research varied a lot, 
some were conducted in very peaceful environments, but others took place in the middle of 
the communities during the busiest time of the day. After interviewing one of the facilitators, I 
wrote in my diary that:  
We were both quite tired when the interview was conducted, sitting quite close 
to the place where the food was prepared, me having a lamp on  my forehead, 
children screaming. Not an ideal moment for an interview.  
But this was the “nature” of the communities. It would have been rude to insist that we find a 
private place for the interviews. In some communities it would not even have been possible. 
Some of the interviews I conducted while the participant was cooking. For some of the 
interviewees, I was the first foreign or white person they had talked to. One lady told me how 
she felt very happy because of my visit. She told how before she was scared of white people, 
and did not know how to act with them. Whilst interviewing two young men I felt that they 
were feeling a bit nervous; their voices warbled a little and they looked very solemn 
throughout the interview. After the interview I asked them how they felt about it and they 
replied that it was good, but also a little strained. Learning from that experience I put more 
emphasis on creating a relaxed atmosphere in the remaining interviews.  
My image of the communities‟ life changed and modified during the field work, so the things 
I observed must have changed as well. In the field I noticed that flexibility was a necessary 
attribute. I was a guest in the communities so I had to respect the rhythm of the community 
life. Adopting an unstructured and flexible approach for the field work can be seen as an 
advantage, as it prepares one to handle the many sudden changes which occur in the field 
(Bryman & Teevan 2005, 56).  With an open and flexible mind the researcher may also be 
able to gather information which he/she was not purposely looking for (Grönfors 1982, 44-
45). Staying in the field also affects the researcher, and the research angle will change as a 
result of this process (Tolonen & Palmu 2007, 92). I felt that my skills as an interviewer and 
my knowledge about the local context were evolving and improving interview by interview.  
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3.5. Ethical Aspects of the Study 
As Sumner (2007, 59) writes, research on developmental issues faces many ethical dilemmas. 
One thing I pondered during the community visits was how much my presence affected the 
community‟s life. Also Sumner (2007, 65) urges us to think about the consequences of the 
interventions that the researcher makes in people‟s lives. Grönfors (1982, 97) points out how 
the role of the researcher in the field is more than simply being a researcher. It was obvious 
that our stay (myself and the interpreter) interrupted the people‟s lives. From their perspective 
I was a representative of the FRC, so some of them had expectations of me already from this 
information. It was very unusual for a white woman from Europe to stay overnight in their 
community. Because of the exceptional occurrence of my presence in these rural communities 
I had to bear in mind Clandinin and Connelly‟s (1994) thoughts on how, during the intensive 
relationship a researcher develops with the participants,  
“…there is the potential to shape their lived, told, relived, and retold stories as 
well as our own” (p. 422).   
Before and during the fieldwork I struggled with the issue of how to tell the informants what I 
was doing. As Fontana and Frey remind (2005, 715) the purpose of the study should be 
explained to the interviewees and then permission gained to proceed with the questions. The 
anonymity of the respondents should be ensured, if they so wish and the researcher has to 
make sure not to cause any harm, directly or indirectly, to the interviewees (p. 715). In Sierra 
Leonean rural community, the process of making a study for a Finnish Master‟s Thesis 
seemed rather distant. Despite that fact I felt that I have an obligation to be honest when 
informing people about the intention of my study; honesty and transparency with the 
informants are the responsibility of the researcher (Code of Ethics 2009). Grönfors (1982, 78-
79) claims the same, but he adds that a detailed description of the study is often not expedient. 
The researcher should also be able to explain to the informants why he/she is interested in that 
particular group and in what form of publishing will the results take (p. 80). This ethical duty 
is also written about in the American Anthropological Association‟s Code of Ethics (Code of 
Ethics 2009). The researcher should avoid causing any harm to interviewees, by any means, 
during the research period or as a result of following publications (p. 2). According to the 
American Anthropological Association‟s Code of Ethic, this includes respecting people‟s 
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well-being and privacy, and being sure that they are not in danger because of the research 
process. 
 
3.6. Different Steps of Analysis 
As is typical in hermeneutic phenomenology, there is no single method to be used. In the 
processing and analysis of my data I mainly followed Laine‟s introductions (2001), although I 
had supplementary influences from other researchers (e.g. van Manen 1990) as well. Laine 
(2001, 39-42) explains how the analysis formed also a kind of hermeneutical circle. 
I started the transcription of the recorded interviews already in Sierra Leone and finished it 
back home in Finland. I also typed the observations from my field diary. The notes I had 
written during each interview helped the transcription process, which I did in the English 
language. As I transcribed the speech of the interpreter, I did not feel that it was essential to 
include the pauses and repititions, which occurred many times in the dialogue of her 
translations. 
I started the analysis by reading the transcriptions, or field texts, over and over again, 
including my field diary. I found the Sierra Leonean‟s experiences so interesting that there 
was the temptation to let the participants “speak for themselves” (Clandinin & Connelly 1994, 
422-423). Understanding my task as being to find the meanings and then to interpret them, I 
continued condensing the material collected during my field stay for a description which 
formed one step for the further analyzes (Laine 2001, 40).  
While forming the description I started to form the units of meaning; using my intuition as a 
researcher (see Laine 2001, 41). The research questions and the final purpose of my study also 
helped determined the final meaning units. The organizing of the text was rather challenging 
as the experiences and given meanings could have been interpreted in different ways. The 
main themes or main meaning units of the study were formed as follows:  
 Personal changes and reasons to participate in the literacy education 
 Family life after taking part in the literacy education 
 Advances and challenges in rural community life 
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I proceeded deepening and discussing these meaning units, and because of their complexity I 
began forming subsuming meaning units as well. The challenge, as van Manen (1990, 168-
169) presents is how to treat each of the themes systematically and not just point out a few 
meanings continuing to the next theme. What I wondered during this process was how to keep 
the voice present, so that it would be heard in the research text as well (see Clandinin & 
Connelly 1994, 423-424). 
I understand that the meaning units, or the themes, are intertwined making up part of human 
life, the next task was to make a synthesis between these meaning units (Laine 2001, 43). This 
synthesis helped me to form an overall picture from the presented and researched 
phenomenon (p. 43), turning it into a research text. By means of this overall picture 
conclusions and further interest of studies were done.  
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4. Experiences of Participating in the Adult Literacy Education 
In the 15 interviews I conducted, which together included 20 participants of the literacy 
circles, I noticed a repetition of certain issues. To allow more space for the informants‟ 
experiences, I use many direct quotations from the interviews when interpreting the 
experiences. Used quotations of the interwievees are written in a form that I heard them, 
without correcting the spelling. As the context of my study is not especially familiar to the 
wider audience, I decided to add photographs of the communities to my study to illustrate the 
community‟s life and the literacy circle situations.  
As discussed in the previous chapter, three main themes were discovered from looking at the 
collected data; personal changes and reasons for participation in the literacy education, family 
life after taking part in the literacy education, and advances and challenges in rural 
community life. In the following pages I will deepen the analyses of the data through these 
three themes. These themes are closely linked with Gómez (2008) division of the benefits of 
adult literacy into internal and external dimensions. External refers to the social and 
economical development, and internal to the empowerment and awareness of oneself (p. 103). 
These two dimensions are tightly intertwined, influencing one another, so the division into 
internal and external dimensions is not so clear cut. This division can be seen in the analysis 
of my data.  
 
4.1. Reasons to Participate in the Adult Literacy Education 
In this chapter I will introduce the context by discussing briefly the factors which prodded the 
interviewees to participate in the literacy education. As Freire (1985, 13) says, there are many 
reasons why people are illiterate, and also many reasons for what motivates (or forces) them 
to learn how to read and write.  
Though the reasons to participate in literacy education are closely linked with motivation 
theories, I will delimit the further discussion about what motivation is.  
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4.1.1. Seeing the Change – Wanting the Change  
Antikainen (1996, 265) talks about significant others in the context of lifelong learning. He 
discusses how relations with other people and being part of a community support the learning 
process. The experiences of my study‟s interviewees can be examined through Antikainen‟s 
conception of significant others. In the interviews I conducted it was mentioned frequently 
that members of the surrounding community acted like a driving force for participation in the 
literacy education. The participants told me that they had noticed positive changes in their 
friends who had taken part in the literacy circles before them. The interviewees had seen for 
example how those who participated in the literacy circle had gained the courage to speak up 
in public. They had also seen how the former participants could sign their names with a pen or 
were able to run a small business.  
These visible changes that they had witnessed in their family members and friends had 
worked as a spur to guide them into participating in the literacy education. Also the feeling of 
missing out on something that the others were gaining encouraged people to participate in the 
literacy circle sessions, as this male participant from Telu Bongor states, I noticed some 
changes in my friends [who participated in the literacy education], in their attitudes and in 
their lives and livelihood. I felt that I was odd among them because I did not participate, that 
is why I wanted to participate.  
Besides the influence of seeing other community members‟ lives improve after participation 
in the course, another factor pushing them toward participation was that the informants 
themselves had been in situations in their lives where they felt literacy skills would have been 
needed. The informants had experienced shame in these situations because they did not know 
basic literacy skills. These experiences had driven them to participate in the adult literacy 
education. As one interviewed mother told me, her daughter had given her the “push” to start 
learning. The mother had bought a necklace and quite unknown to her it happened to have the 
first letter of her name on it, her daughter saw the necklace and asked whether her mother 
knew what the letter means. The mother did not know and the daughter told this to her friends 
at school who said that the situation of the girl‟s mother was pathetic - because she did not 
know how to read. When the mother found out about this, she decided to participate in the 
literacy education that was organized in her community in order to banish the image of being 
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a pathetic mother. In this case, the daughter and the daughter‟s friends were the significant 
others.     
Some of the people I interviewed held important position in the community; such as the imam 
or the town chief. These positions involved tasks where literacy and numeracy skills were 
required. They told me that it was shameful that they were in such a position, but they were 
not able to, for example, sign their names or make small mathematical calculations. When I 
looked the participants I saw that they can write their names and speak some English and me 
as a chief could not write my name. I decided to participate. Experience had taught the chief 
of one of the visited communities that literacy skills would help him to manage his tasks 
better as a chief. I could not write my name or recognize my name. I participate because I 
want to do these. Secondly: They call chiefs to meetings in certain times, for example at nine 
o‟clock, and I did not know the time when to go. I wanted to follow up the time. Thirdly: I 
have to deal with numbers especially with the local taxes, how many money you are 
collecting.  
 
 
Literacy circle in Telu Bongor 
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4.1.2. Settings and Participation 
The lack of of basic needs fulfillment, such as gaining sufficient food and rest, can lessen the 
possibilities and also the motivation to participate in literacy education (see Lee 2001, 84). 
This is the case also in Sierra Leone. Participation in the literacy education was free of charge, 
so that was not the obstacle; but the communities I visited gained their livelihood mainly from 
farming – that is why the farming calendar had a large effect upon the participation rate of the 
literacy circle. By the time of my visit, many participants had to be absent from the literacy 
circle because it was the “bird-scaring” time when they had to spend the whole day in the 
field. For women, a difficult pregnancy was one other reason which kept them out of the 
sessions. Women were also usually the ones who had to take care of the families‟ small 
children – a time intensive task which also reduced their participation rates. This reason for 
non-particpation was mentioned in one of the interviews I conducted with men whose wives 
did not participate in the literacy circle. The two men mentioned that their wives were always 
pregnant, and that it was the reason why they could not participate in the literacy circle. 
The possibility to participate in literacy education is also linked with wider factors than those 
occurring on the community level. In Sierra Leone, a big part of adults‟ non-formal 
educational possibilities are provided by local or international NGOs. That is why it is also 
relevant to examine external factors that affect the possibility to participate (Newell Jones & 
McCaffery 2007, 8). For example, the global economic situation affects a countries‟ 
willingness to provide funds for development cooperation, and also affects the process of 
forwarding money to NGOs, such as the FRC, which implement a large number of adult 
literacy programmes (see Hoff & Hickling-Hudson 2011). 
As Maddox (2005, 125) says, the decision to participate in literacy education as an adult is 
also connected with the will to enhance one‟s livelihood and overcome poverty. In all of the 
visited communities people were discussing how they would like to build a small business 
and gain more income for their family. In many cases the starting capital for the business was 
missing because the war had destroyed everything people had owned. All of the literacy 
circles I visited were managing a sustainability fund, which enabled the participants to be part 
of common cultivation projects, or for example to take small micro loans. According to the 
interviewees‟ explanations access to the sustainability fund was one reason for seeking 
participation in the literacy circle, and this was especially the case for women. They wanted to 
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take a micro loan because, as one lady put it, my family can benefit from that. Though the 
whole community benefitted from the sustainability fund, at least indirectly, it should be 
examined how those who do not participate in the literacy circle see and experience the 
impacts of the sustainability fund – for example, does the restricted granting of micro loans 
cause tension between community members? 
The literacy circle not only enabled people to take out loans, but allowed them access to 
money in circumstances where they felt they would not be cheated; they felt that they would 
learn how to handle money safely and not get cheated as they would in the big cities. A male 
participant told me that I also wanted to be part of sustainability fund because I noticed that 
my friends borrowed money for minimal interest and their know how to make business 
correctly without mixing things … they were doing business perfectly correct and they were 
making profit.  
 
4.2. “Now I am something” - Participation and Personal Change 
During the interviews we discussed the meanings that informants had given to the learnt skills 
and whether the participants had noticed some changes in these skills because of participation. 
When I was forming the questions for my field stay, I pondered whether it would be relevant 
to ask about experiences of personal changes. I had the assumption that Sierra Leonean 
culture (or cultures) would be rather collective in nature, as opposed to individual. Although 
the informants told about their own experiences, it should be kept in mind that the lenses 
through which I examine the data and my understanding of “I” can differ from the informants‟ 
understandings. 
 
4.2.1. Becoming Visible 
Whilst participating in the literacy circle the interviewees started to experience a growing 
feeling of strength in them. The feeling of strength and gaining the power to use these 
strengths can be referred as a part of an empowerment process (Antikainen, Houtsonen, 
Kauppila, & Huotelin 1996; Siitonen 1999; Järvinen 2007). Empowerment often refers also to 
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the feeling of power (see e.g. Järvinen 2007, 122; Eklund 1999, 41). The feeling of strength 
and power refers to Gómez‟s (2008) concept of the internal benefits of literacy education.  
Finding one‟s strength and resources, and the capability to use them are the characteristics of 
an empowered person (Siitonen 1999, 93; 99). For Eklund (1999, 150) the core components 
of empowerment are self-confidence and a sense of control. This experience of change and 
improving strength came out also in the interviews. One lady, who had been participating in 
the literacy circle for a little over a year, told that she felt quite a difference in herself 
compared to the time before she participated in the literacy circle. I am originally from a tiny 
village and I was very shy. But the literacy circle has thought me to be pride, courage, now I 
can communicate with the people. I could observe this woman‟s active interaction with others 
during one literacy circle session, where this same lady was willing to answer the facilitator‟s 
questions and write things on the board in front of the other participants. 
During the empowerment process, a person sees himself/herself change (Siitonen 1999, 130). 
The experiences of the interviewees can be thought of as a process, such as coming to the 
light as a result of knowledge gained from the literacy education. The previous experience of 
being illiterate was referred to by the informants as being in the dark. Through the skills they 
learned in literacy education they could come out of the dark and into the light. Some of the 
learned skills were those that enabled a person to do mundane tasks, as was the experience of 
one male participant. I was in the darkness because I did not know anything, so I decided to 
move from darkness to the light through education, because it exposes me many things … I 
was in the darkness because I did not even know how to write my name ... If I receive money I 
can check it and sign it, these are all signs of coming out of darkness. Another very concrete 
experience of the participants was the learning of how to hold and use a pen to write one‟s 
own name and the ability to recognize one‟s own name amongst other names.  
Learning, according to Jarvis (2009, 24-25) is both existential and experiential. Referring to 
the existential aspect of learning, which Jarvis underlines, participation in the literacy circle 
had started an inner process for many of the interviewees. They said they had started to feel 
that they have a position, a place in their communities; they started to recognize their own 
silhouette. One example of this change in self-perception was that many of the interviewees 
referred to themselves before becoming literate as no one One young man from the 
community of Telu Bongor who had recently started his literacy education told me that he 
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used to be just whoever farmer. The young man explained that even though he was a farmer, 
before literacy he did not know the farming calendar. He was planting crops at the wrong 
time, and that is the main reason he did not get the yield he was expecting to receive. For him 
to become somebody also meant the learning of valuable farming skills.  
Siitonen (1999, 93) believes that people cannot be forced into empowerment; it is a personal 
and social process which starts from inside the individual, though the surrounding reality must 
be such that it makes possible and allows empowerment. Because empowerment is a personal, 
and unique, process, it is difficult to define which factors really lead to empowerment; it is 
also difficult to define the characteristics of an empowered person (pp. 84; 93). 
Not only the participants, but also the facilitators experienced certain personal changes from 
guiding a literacy circle. Some of the facilitators had become important stakeholders or more 
visible actors in their communities. One facilitator had said that Now people call me if they 
need something, also the chief, so I help them. Any important issue about the community they 
will come and we discuss. Whatever the chief decides to do, he consults me. The FRC‟s adult 
literacy project officer Mr. Kallon said (2010) that the FRC personnel have recognized these 
changes in the facilitators and that they were “proud of the growth” in their personal power. 
 
4.2.2. Learning New Skills and Putting them into Practice 
As the surrounding reality is the base for any empowerment process, different skills and 
enhancing knowledge are also crucial parts of the empowerment process (Eklund 1999, 149). 
Eklund reminds us that besides expertise, “folk wisdom” and general survival knowledge are 
also needed (p. 149). For example, learning how to sign your name with a pen, rather than 
using your own thumbprint, can create a feeling of being something; it makes one become 
more visible. It can also be a very strengthening experience and this strengthening was 
specifically mentioned in most of the conducted interviews. For some of the participants the 
literacy circle was the first occasion they had held and tried to use a pen. The interviewed 
facilitators told me that on many occasions the literacy circle sessions had to start with 
participants learning and practicing the skill of holding a pen for writing. Before the 
interviews I asked the participants to write their names in my notebook and although many 
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hands were visibly shaking while holding the pen, all except two persons could, and wanted, 
to write their names. Due to the learning of basic reading skills, people were more aware of 
where they were actually putting put their signatures. As one man told me, now I know what I 
am signing.  
In my study it became identifiable that the skills learnt enabled the participants to participate 
more in the life that surrounds them – a fact which can also deepen the empowerment process. 
Gaining literacy also led to the participants perceiving the existence of more opportunities 
around them and this was the experience of both men and women. In Rappaport‟s (1984, 3) 
words they had gained “practical power to effect” the course of events in their own lives.  
Participating in adult literacy education and learning new skills had also increased the 
possibilities for independent action by giving people people the skills necessary to do things 
by themselves. People were taking control of their own lives – becoming subjects of their 
lives. In Freire‟s (1985, 68) words, the participants started to exist with the world, not only in 
the world. I understand these words of Freire, existing with the world, as meaning the strength 
and power to not only to participate in the “readymade” world, but also to be able to 
transform the reality one is living in.  
The interviewees told me that after participating in the literacy circle they were more 
confident in travelling to large cities because they did not get so easily lost anymore when 
they could read street signs. The learned skills and resulting growth in confidence had eased 
also the work of one tailor. He said I can write down names of the customers, before I used to 
mix them and I did clothes with wrong measurements. Now I buy my materials by myself, 
before I was cheated for a quite good number of times for example with the yards because I 
did not know how to count. Following Eklund‟s (1999, 47) words, the capability to take 
control over one‟s own life is part of the empowerment process. Also Adams (1996, 4-5; 33), 
who defines empowerment as both a personal and a social change, says that one sign of 
empowerment is when a person can take control over his/her own life and improve their life 
conditions. 
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Learning how to write words concerning safe motherhood, Telu Bongor 
 
4.2.3. Standing Up and Speaking Up 
Participation in the literacy circle has wide sociocultural aspects. In the circles new ways of 
being and communication can be practiced and new connections between the community 
members created (see Prins 2010, 419). One example of practicing new ways of being and 
expressing oneself is how the interviewees had been encouraged to stand up and speak up 
about their opinions in public. In Freire‟s words, (1985, 51) they were breaking the culture of 
silence by recognizing that they do have a voice and that they can use it. By speaking up, 
people can transform the reality they are living in. That is much more than knowing how to 
read and write. One lady told me, I was very shy before the Literacy circle, I did not like to 
speak in public, if there were two or more persons gathering together I walked away that they 
would not call on me. Now I am bold. I can stand up in the circle sessions and speak in 
public. My life has changed.  
The courage to speak out or to ask for advice is vital for the fluidity of everyday life. In my 
discussions with the community stakeholders, I asked for their views on the differences 
between illiterate and literate adults. One health center worker answered, There are many 
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challenges with the illiterate persons. They are for example scared of workers, and they are 
afraid of speaking. Many of them they do not know in which month they are pregnant, they do 
not want to take the iron tablets, even those are provided, they are scared.  
To have a voice refers to much more than forming opinions and saying them aloud. The sense 
of self and confidence develops when one feels that he/she is capable of expressing 
himself/herself and that other people listen (p. 166). One lady mentioned that she has become 
so strong she can now say her opinions out loud, and it does not matter even if others laugh at 
her opinions. As Prins (2010) mentions, referring to her study on Salvadoran campesinos, 
participants‟ experiences in adult literacy education such as overcoming timidity or enhancing 
social cohesion are vital in a postwar context, which is often “marked by distrust and social 
fragmentation” (p. 420). 
 
4.2.4. Thinking of Future 
Self-image defines how a person sees his/her own future and what kinds of possibilities and 
capabilities he/she feels they will encounter in the future (Siitonen 1999, 130). To be able to 
determine the course of one‟s own life is seen as a core element of empowerment (Järvinen 
2007, 76). To dare to think about the future and to make plans was a theme that came up in 
the interviews. Thinking about the future and setting goals are linked with responsibility – 
over oneself but also over shared tasks (Siitonen 1999, 141-142; Järvinen 2007, 123). In the 
interviewees‟ stories the planning of the future came up in a very concrete way. One father 
said that because of the literacy circle, he had started to save food for the future – and now he 
also knows how to count the amount to be saved. One lady told how she wanted to become a 
traditional birth attendant, and others wanted to start small businesses. Family planning was 
another issue which was discussed in the literacy circle. During one literacy circle session that 
I attended a lady stood up and said that having too many children in one family can be a cause 
of poverty. In at least one community condoms were distributed through the literacy circle – 
they were introduced by the facilitator as being a form of HIV prevention but it was also 
mentioned that they can help in family planning. 
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It is not only willingness or strength that affects the setting of goals and the planning of the 
future. Siitonen (1999, 119) mentions also the importance of freedom in the setting of goals 
and therefore also in the empowerment process; freedom of choice, voluntary actions, but also 
the importance of autonomy to decide what happens in one‟s life. The concept of freedom is 
heavily bounded by both culture and context, so I found it difficult if not impossible to 
analyze the participants‟ possibilities to make “free” choices. Regardless, the skills learnt and 
the feeling of strength can be seen as enabling components for gaining freedom.  
 
4.3. Changes in the Family Life  
One theme discussed at length in the interviews was the participants‟ experiences of family 
life; whether their participation in literacy circles had led to changes in their own family‟s life. 
In this chapter I will examine the significance of adult literacy education on family life. I 
realize and I am fully aware that the concept of family and who belongs to the family is 
different in Sierra Leone and in Finland.  
Both sexes participate in the FRC‟s literacy circles; in 2010 approximately 3250 of the 6000 
participants were women (Kallon 2010). In many cases the men of the family had participated 
in the literacy circle first and after noticing the positive impacts of participation they asked 
their wives to join as well.  
 
4.3.1. Gaining Powers and Developing the Family  
Within the context of alternative development
5
, Friedmann (1992) talks about households. He 
suggests that households have the same dimensions as human beings – wants, desires, and 
needs (pp. 32-33). Households can also be empowered, holding different kinds of powers. 
Friedmann talks about social, political, and psychological powers which are all intertwined 
                                                          
5
 With alternative development Friedmann (1992, 37) means:”improving the conditions of life and livelihood for 
the excluded majority, whether on global, national, or even regional scale.” According to Friedmann, alternative 
development is needed to overcome abject poverty in the world (p. 55).  
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(pp. 32-33). Social power, according to Friedmann, consists of elements such as access to 
information, productive wealth, and participation. With political power, Friedmann refers to 
the capability of using one‟s voice on different levels, including the possibility to vote. To 
increase social and political power, households need psychological power – which is, 
according to Friedmann, an “individual sense of potency” (pp. 32-33). This sense of potency 
encourages social and political actions. 
The data of my study can be examined through usage of Friedmann‟s concepts. The 
participants had experienced that participation in the literacy circle had impacts on their 
family lives in addition to their personal lives; after literacy the families were tighter and 
stronger units acting together and looking for opportunities in the future. The parents told 
about how working together develops and improves the whole family. This was also the 
experience of a male participant from Kobeibu who said that, Things used to be upside down 
before, we used to do things hazily, now little education and we can put things together, we 
are united, our children are united, and getting together, we work as a team. The presence of 
strong, united families works also as a fertile ground for individual empowerment. That is 
what Kieffer (1984, 28) means when he says that “Empowerment…is nurtured by the effect of 
collective effort.”  
Many participants told me that communication in the home had improved because of the 
literacy circle sessions. The participants had, to quote some of an interviewee‟s words, learnt 
that through discussion and walking side by side with the spouse they can improve the 
family‟s wellbeing. As a family they were gaining powers to enhance their wellbeing – which 
is, according to Järvinen (2007, 122), another sign of empowerment. Also Rappaport (1984, 
3) talks about empowerment as “mastery” and “the practical power to effect” the events in 
one‟s life. The improved potential to gain a livelihood is a part in the empowerment of 
households – and in enhancing the sense of potency (Friedmann 1992). As previously 
discussed, the possibility of taking micro loans from the sustainability fund was one means of 
attempting to ensure more income for the family.  
Previous years I did not now that quarrels have bad impacts on us and our children. Now I 
avoid conflicts and quarrels with my husband. It has created love between us. We can sit 
together and develop ourselves and the child. This was the experience of a young lady from 
Kobeibu, telling how through her participation in the literacy circle, the dynamics and means 
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of communication within the family had changed– creating also love. She referred to how 
they had learnt to sit down and discuss things, and therefore develop the family. I noticed in 
the literacy circles that the participants were pleased to sit and discuss things together, both 
men and women. Other outcomes of participation that the interviewees mentioned were, for 
example, now we can control the number of the children, now we can identify the type of food 
we eat during the pregnancy and what I can really recap from the previous lessons is the 
sanitation at home. In Friedmann‟s (1992, 32-33) words, the families were increasing their 
social and psychological power.  
 
 
In Kobeibu the food was cooked outside under shelters 
 
4.3.2. Literacy Circle and Gender Roles 
As the participants where both men and women, traditional social roles were a topic discussed 
in the classes. The sharing of domestic work was one issue that was discussed and enhanced 
interaction between men and women had affected how the participants shared their house 
work. This is what one female participant from Telu Bongor had experienced, Before the 
cleaning of the yard was women‟s task and men ordered women to do it. Now it has changed. 
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Now the men also help women to carry things for example when going to the field. Before 
women had heavy things on their head, child in the back and something under their arm‟s and 
men only swung their knife. Now the men take the child in their back so the women have less 
to carry. This experience was very concrete, but as Maddox (2005, 130) reminds, new roles 
and identities are not always so visible. They can also appear differently in private and public 
life (p. 130).  
Kieffer (1984, 29) says that the change in social roles can be seen as a likely consequence of 
the empowerment process, though it does not necessarily occur without disputes or small 
arguments. In a post-war context such as Sierra Leone it is impossible to say whether the 
change in social roles is a result of the literacy circle or rather something which had started 
because of the war. As Abdullah et al. (2010, 40) discuss, the war in Sierra Leone brought 
with it a lot of difficulties for the lives of women, but it also increased the possibilities to gain 
new positions in the society as well as educational and economical possibilities.  
Many Sierra Leonean women are involved in small businesses through the informal sector, 
working in agriculture and also taking care of their family. They are, as women in many parts 
of the world, carrying a double work load. One issue that the female interviewees spoke of 
was the contentment of learning how to handle money, and how that encouraged them to start 
their own small business. Women were happy to be able to bring some money into the home 
through the business they made - meanwhile gaining economic independence. The 
sustainability fund and the possibility of taking micro loans enabled women to have the small 
amount of capital necessary to start small-scale trading – which one lady from Telu Bongor 
referred as learning livelihood activities. With the loan she had taken, she could buy some 
slippers and pants and then resell them. Taking part in small-scale trading or local trade is not 
a new thing for Sierra Leonean women (Abdullah et al. 2010, 41). Abdullah et al. (2010, 41) 
argue however that it is difficult for women in Sierra Leone to make profit from their 
business, and if they do it goes directly to paying for the everyday, immediate needs of their 
families. The experience of one lady from Telu Bongor was slightly different, as she told that 
I am getting some profit from my business with what I buy something to my family and part I 
save and with that saved money I can buy more products.  
During the war in Sierra Leone time a large number of women were the victims of rape and 
other forms of sexual violence (Abdullah et al. 2010, 42-43). Domestic violence combined 
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with traditional laws and practices continue to suppress Sierra Leonean women and hinder 
their status in the country (Government of the Republic of Sierra Leone 2010, 28). Though 
there are signs of its demise, there still remains a “culture of silence” on issues such as sexual 
violence and early marriages (Abdullah et al. 2010, 42). Women carry their traumas and 
stigmas alone. When discussing legal reforms and structural changes, one step toward 
breaking this silence is women‟s empowerment in governance and peace democracy 
movements (Abdullah et al. 2010, 43). Steps can also be taken also at the very grass roots 
level; as it had occurred in the communities I visited. Domestic violence and early marriages 
were discussed during the literacy sessions. In one of the visited communities it came up, that 
there used to be a lot of quarrels in their families. The men used to also beat their wives. This 
had been discussed in the literacy circle, and participants came to the conclusion that 
quarrelling is not good for the family. Also the Imam, who was a participant, said that he had 
brought up the issue in the mosque. A female participant from Kobeibu told how she used to 
quarrel a lot with her husband, we ran after one another through the village, insulting one 
another, but due to participation in the literacy circle activities she feels that her husband is a 
totally changed man.  
One may ask whether there would be different impacts on these roles and identities if the 
literacy circles would be held separately for men and women. The empowerment of women 
and strengthening their position in society require also the sensitizing of men. In the 
communities I visited the literacy sessions served as a sphere to discuss issues which were 
traditionally thought of as women‟s things, as one participant put it. The male participants 
were also pleased about being able to hear about women‟s issues and women‟s viewpoints, as 
one male participant from Nyandehun Gandema stated, I feel very happy that we discus about 
women‟s issues, before we thought that they are secret things. In the interviews I conducted it 
never came up in discussion whether the participants felt that there was something they could 
not talk about because the opposite sex was present. 
 
4.3.3. Educating the Children and Making Plans for the Future 
The educational level of parents has direct influence upon the level of education their children 
will reach (see e.g. Torres 2004, 22). A parent‟s lack of awareness about the importance of 
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education and their having a negative attitude towards schooling proves to be a great 
hindrance to promoting a child‟s extensive education (Government of the Republic of Sierra 
Leone 2010, 25). Adult literacy education can therefore lead indirectly to the the promotion of 
Sierra Leonean children to go and stay in school. This relationship between adult and child 
education was mentioned in the conducted interviews. A common statement was that because 
of participation in the literacy circle the parents had started to value education more, and 
started to put more concern into the schooling of their children. This was the experience of a 
father from Kobeibu, who commented, Now we have realized that we should both take care of 
the children, give them food, prepare them for school, we should send them all to school. 
After learning to recognize words and numbers the parents were able to assist the children 
with their school homework; and the children could not lie to their parents so easily about the 
exam results they had received. The positive of effect of literacy upon attitudes to child 
education did not however automatically lead to parents sending their children to school, there 
are other contrainst at work besides parental attitudes; as one father from Nyandehun 
Gandema said, we are just recovering from the war, we do not have enough money to send 
our children to secondary school, or university level. That is a big challenge for us. As Torres 
(2006, 7) writes, earning an income large enough to allow the schooling your children can be 
motivating factor for illiterate parents to start literacy education. 
Valuing education can be seen as a sign that people are thinking about the future. As 
mentioned in the previous chapter about personal empowerment, the literacy circle families 
had started to plan everyday life and to think more about the future of the family. A male 
participant from Nyandehun Gandema said that, Previously me and my wife did not have any 
plans, everything was done hazarly. I used to go that way, my wife used to go that way. Now 
with the literacy circle experience we have thought that we have to work as partners and 
discuss issues, planning also the farming, when to brush for example. Now we know that 
anything we want to do we should plan. The setting of goals and creation of paths to reach 
them, as well as being able to exert control over one‟s own life, can be seen as key ingredients 
of empowerment (Lee 2001, 34; Järvinen 2007, 76).   
The process of an individual gaining power also affects the social surroundings – as a male 
participant from Telu Bongor said, One thing I like in the circle is that me too I am learning 
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something, and my children are learning something, and when we put that together that will 
help us to develop ourselves and the community. 
 
4.4. Advances and Challenges in Rural Community Life 
Personal empowerment is intertwined with the social context, affecting the surrounding 
people and communities (Rappaport 1984, 3; Kreisberg 1992, 20; Lee 2001, 92). Siitonen 
(1999, 93) emphasizes this point, saying that the possibilities for empowerment can vary from 
one context to another. Freedom of choice and a safe atmosphere, as well as social structures, 
can determine the success of the empowerment process; though they do not assure the 
beginning of personal empowerment (Järvinen 2007, 62; Siitonen 1999, 93; 118).  
Jarvis (2009, 28) writes that it is obvious that if a person changes, the social situations where 
he/she enters will change as well. Rowlands (1998, 24) cautions that one‟s empowerment can 
mean the disempowerment of another – for example when the power relations change or the 
needs of two parties are incompatible. Lee (2001, 36) reminds us that empowerment is linked 
with resources that may work on different levels; personal resources as well as those of a 
society.  
 
The main street in Telu Bongor 
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4.4.1. Rebuilding and Developing the Communities Together  
The civil war had affected all of the three communities I visited. As discussed in previous 
chapters, Sierra Leone faces many post-conflict challenges of both a material and a 
psychological nature. This also presents a challenge for successful adult education, as 
Mr.Kallon, the FRC‟s Project Officer in adult literacy education (2010) states: “The education 
of the adults is also a challenge because they have been through a lot.”  
After the conflict houses had to be rebuilt and the means of earning a livelihood had to be 
constructed again. Mr. Kallon told (2010) that during the war the rebels destroyed the fields 
and stole everything they could. In Kobeibu I was shown the only house which was not burnt 
down during the war – it was the house in which the rebels had kept their base. After the war 
the people moved back to their old communities and had to start everything from zero.  
Newell Jones & McCaffery (2007) speak about how transformative models, such as the 
REFLECT approach, can contribute a lot to the reconstruction of societies. The REFLECT 
approach is based on local knowledge, valuing dialogue and local practices – dimensions 
which are truly important in the reconstruction of society after a conflict.  
Because of the conflict, the population base of the communities had changed. The traumas of 
the war and the insecure situation combined with the fact that there were sometimes old 
rivalries present in the community caused tensions between the community members. There 
was a tangible need for spheres like literacy circles to break up the common and time-
consuming routines like working in the fields. Gathering together gave the participants a 
chance to discuss common challenges whilst also building a common feeling of “us”, of 
shared interests. As one interviewed facilitator told, new ideas were brought up in the literacy 
circle and actions taken to realize these ideas – such as building a proper place for the pre-
schooling of the community‟s children. 
In all three communities the participants told me that because of the adult literacy circles the 
teamwork had enhanced between community members and the collaboration on common 
projects had increased. Hanemann (2005, 13) speaks about the importance of team work in 
communities which are recovering from a conflict. Through team work social cohesion can be 
rebuilt, but it is also important that the roots of the conflicts are discussed as well (p. 13). This 
discussion of differences of opinion can also help to solve small clashes between community 
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members before they escalate into bigger arguments. As a male participant from Nyandehun 
Gandema said, Other thing which has settled us in peace is this adult literacy, it is really 
telling us how to interact in the homes, how to interact in the communities, with outside 
people, relatives, now we are doing things together. Besides the improvement in social 
cohesion, the increased cooperation between community members facilitated the physical 
rebuilding of the communities as a male participant explained, Before the war we did not do 
things together. After the war we decided to work together, we formed groups, and assisted 
one another to build the houses again.  
A male literacy circle participant from Nyandehun Gandema commented that people‟s 
attitudes had changed and that they had started to believe in team work. He told how Circle 
session has taught us that team work can develop the community and we have seen that it is 
really so. In the sessions we have discussed to organize ourselves, for example how to 
cultivate palm oil andto get money to develop the community. As Subban says (2007, 76-77) 
participation and collective actions are at the core of a communities‟ development and the 
power capacity of the community; without them development initiatives are in the hands of 
those who previously held power. 
 
 
Road to Nyandehun Gandema 
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4.4.2. Finding Solutions to Common Challenges 
Järvinen (2007) following Eklund‟s (1999) dissertation, lists the characteristics of an 
empowered community. Järvinen mentions that in an empowered community there exists a 
bond between the members – they have a feeling of unity (p. 106). The members have the 
capability of identifying the challenges in the community, collectively finding solutions for 
them, and finally working together to overcome these challenges (p. 106). In the communities 
I visited, the challenges for the community, such as health issues and livelihood, were 
discussed and tackled together in the literacy groups, but also outside of the “official” circle 
sessions. As a result of the discussions concrete positive actions were taken, such as 
improving the community‟s sanitation, amending the livelihood resources or building a new 
roof for the mosque. As Fawcett, Seekins, Whang & Suarez de Balcazar (1984, 146) put it, 
the empowerment of a community is achieved by gaining control over the issues which are 
important for the community members.  
In addition to the challenge of rebuilding fractured communities, tackling health issues, 
especially maternal and child health, are current concerns in Sierra Leone. Malaria and 
diarrhea, for example, cause many deaths in Sierra Leone (WHO 2008). Gathering together 
for the purpose of learning, people can also talk about their concerns about health care, 
sanitation and livelihood, and try to find solutions together (Smith et al. 2009, 2-3). The 
literacy circle served as an arena for sharing knowledge and information about the health 
issues that affected people and also to find common solutions to these problems. One concrete 
example that one male participant had experienced was that, adult literacy sessions have 
taught us simple environmental sanitation. It has lessen the contact of the diseases in the 
village, we are cleaning the environment together, before we did not know which caused this 
and this disease. One literacy circle topic that I observed was Malaria. During the lesson the 
importance of using a mosquito net while sleeping was discussed. In one interview which was 
conducted after the lesson, a male participant told me that before I did not know what malaria 
is, what causes it, how to prevent it. I have learnt all from the circle. Participants also had 
other issues on their minds; what they wanted to learn, as was the case of female participant 
from Kobeibu I want to learn more about free medical care.  
The feeling of change and of together building a stronger community was an opinion not 
restricted only to the participants. The community stakeholders had also noticed a change in 
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the communities because of the literacy circles. Although both the participants and the 
stakeholders believed that teamwork had been enhanced, it would have been interesting to 
hear the views of non-participants and non-stakeholders to find out what they thought about 
the literacy circle. Do they feel that they are part of the new “team”, or do they feel like 
outsiders because of what the participants of the literacy circles are doing? If so, what kind of 
tensions can these feelings of exclusion cause in the communities? 
 
4.4.3. Peaceful Communication in the Communities  
Crucial “ingredients” for the empowerment of a community are empowered people (Eklund 
1999, 149). When individuals and whole communities start to become empowered, the 
process intertwines the two, and they complement one another (Eklund 1999, 149; Kreisberg 
1992, 20). Järvinen (2007, 91) points out that the empowerment of a group is also the process 
of a dialogue where common goals are set together.  
As I previously mentioned, the literacy circle offered a place to discuss common concerns, but 
also to share local knowledge. The traditional transmission of skills and folk wisdom from 
one generation to another often breaks down during a conflict (Perähuhta 2010), so the 
tradition of sharing knowledge needs to be reactivated. One interviewed woman said that she 
had just learnt from the literacy circle which local plants can be used to treat symptoms of 
malaria.  
Rowlands (1998, 24) speaks about empowerment in close relationships, meaning for example 
the “ability to negotiate” and “communicate” but also the “ability to defend one self” and “to 
get support”. A conclusion can be made that communication is at the core of empowerment 
and that in an empowered community the atmosphere allows for discussions about common 
concerns, and people have the capability to interact with one another. Enhanced 
communication can lead to common actions, as had happened in Nyandehun Gandema 
according to a male participant, Every end of the month there is a general cleaning day … It is 
from the Literacy circle the initiative.  
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4.4.4. Facilitators’ Role  
Choules (2007, 168) and Subban (2007, 82) write about the relationship between an educator 
and a student. The facilitator can function as an agent of change supporting the participants of 
the literacy circle to interpret their ideas and visions and use them as a catalyst for community 
development. Because of their respected position in the communities, facilitators also have 
the possibility to misuse their position. Kreisberg (1992, 194) adds that, if a teacher is not 
empowered, he/she cannot create empowering spaces. In the context of finding facilitators for 
the REFLECT groups is something that has to be thought about; are the facilitators 
empowered enough (if an empowered person can really be defined) to successfully facilitate a 
group? Freire (1972, 84; 86) challenges the educators to examine their position, but also their 
existing knowledge. The question of who holds the power is also part of education. The 
educator should be aware of this, and should be sure that they are not taking advantage of the 
power that their position gives them. 
The facilitator has a crucial role in promoting open discussion, providing a space for people to 
speak and showing respect for all opinions. To succeed in their task, the facilitators should be 
ready to put their values and attitudes out in the open. Developmental initiatives and delicate 
issues, such as early marriages, home violence and family planning, were also discussed in the 
literacy circle. Although it became clear from the interviews that many sensitive issues had 
been discussed in the literacy circles, there were still some topics which had not been dealt 
with. The facilitators should be well trained to lead the discussions about sensitive issue areas 
as well, not forgetting to consider the particular issues that relate to gender. Rather than 
transmitting existing norms, the facilitators should be able to create a ground for welcoming 
diversity and different ways of seeing the world (see Rogers 2006, 135).  
Even when literacy classes are up and running, the facilitators need continuous monitoring. 
This requires constant attention from the implementing organizations (Smith et al. 2009, 9). 
The facilitator should be also trained to be able to search for, and find, more information if the 
group finds this necessary. 
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4.4.5. From Community Changes to Wider Transformations 
Through the empowerment of individuals, the dynamics and structures of society can change, 
transforming also the power relations and ongoing subordination within a society (Antikainen 
et al. 1996, 82). Empowerment is also referred to as an opportunity to overcome the 
oppression and domination in society (see e.g. Kreisberg 1992; Adams 1996). Also Eklund 
(1999, 44) mentions that an empowered community is capable of influencing and making 
changes in a wider social context. The capability to act also outside the communities came up 
in the interviews in a very concrete level, as one male participant from Kobeibu told me, now 
we are also well represented in some meetings outside of Kobeibu. However, Rowlands 
(1998, 12) cautions that empowerment is not simply an instrument which can be handed over 
to the poor. Besides the empowerment process, structural changes are also needed (p. 12). 
Also Rogers (2001) criticizes the commonly quoted statements about the positive impact of 
literacy education on development. Indicators such as improved economic level, nutrition, 
hygiene and children‟s participation in school are put forward as unquestionable signs of the 
relation between increased literacy level and development (p. 205). This often leads to a naïve 
view that obliges poor people to change their situation solely through their own effort - 
instead of putting efforts into the transformation of the whole nation to break the oppressive 
structures. 
One step towards social change is to identify the needs of the community as a whole. The 
participants from all three communities I studied had identified the lack of proper schooling 
opportunities for their children as a common concern. In one community participants were 
worried about the lack of a junior high school because the closest one which was run by the 
government was many miles away. The participants wanted to keep the children close to their 
families in order to make sure that they are well feed also at school times. The lack of a local 
school was discussed in the literacy circle but also in other contexts within the community, 
and initiatives taken. A male participant from Nyandehun Gandema listed the challenges of 
his community saying that there are still people who want to rebuild their houses but they 
cannot buy any sink. There is neither a gathering place in the community, a barrie
6
, where we 
could discuss about the issues together. Some other towns have it, but we do not. He was also 
                                                          
6
 Barrie is a gathering place for the community members, usually found in the heart of the community.  
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worried about the participation level of women in his community, saying that One challenge 
is how to involve the women in the literacy circle.  
Grassroots level work, participation and the empowerment of communities are seen as tools to 
overcome abject poverty and inequality (Mayo & Craig 1995, 1-2) – which is also the aim of 
adult literacy education as well. As Rogers (2001), amongst others, discusses, development is 
a complex socially constructed concept. Instead of “development” there are many various 
“developments” (pp. 212-213). What we hear about development in the rhetoric of Western 
development aid is not necessarily the same meaning of development for the subjects of these 
same development politics – in this case Sierra Leonean living in rural communities.  
“Perhaps – and I say perhaps very tentatively – we should be asking not how to 
encourage some people to leave the slum or to help others to destroy the slum 
but perhaps to help local people to find a local solution to their own issues – to 
devise their own communities building on what already exists and taking 
account of what exists elsewhere, to encourage and facilitate local communities 
to rebuild themselves without accepting our prior assumptions as to what kind 
of society they should build.” (Rogers 2006: 135.) 
In general, the empowerment of rural communities is seen as one factor maintaining and 
strengthening the peace in Sierra Leone (Republic of Sierra Leone 2008, 106). Although I 
have argued that these different levels of local individual and community empowerment 
should form the base for the country‟s recovery process, the importance of democratic and 
enabling structures in society should be neither neglected nor underestimated (Bhola 2008, 
28). 
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5. Discussion and Validity of the Research 
I feel very good now within me. I have been in darkness because if you do not know how to 
read and write, or how to communicate with outside people, or how to stand up and speak in 
public you are in darkness. But now I can read and write, I have seen light coming towards 
me.  
These words describing the experiences of one young lady summarize well the key findings 
of my study. Learning literacy skills and participating in the literacy group have both internal 
and external dimensions (see Gómez 2008) – in other words they can spur on the 
empowerment process. 
Participation in the group, learning and reflecting about the issues discussed had started an 
empowerment process on different levels – or in three different dimensions as Lee (2001, 34) 
explains. The aim of this study was to gain further understanding of what it means for Sierra 
Leonean adults to participate in literacy education. I can conclude that different aspects of 
participation in the literacy circles had influenced participants‟ personal and family life but 
also the surrounding environment (more over the communities people where living in). The 
participants of my study had experienced that the skills learnt can strengthen the feeling of 
becoming visible – visible in the community he/she lives in, but also visible in the whole 
society. The findings of my study can be summarized in these three dimensions that Lee 
(2001, 34) presents,  
1. “The development of a more positive and potent sense of self.” 
2. “The construction of knowledge and capacity for a more critical comprehension of the 
web of social and political realities of one‟s environment.” 
3. “The cultivation of resources and strategies, or more functional competence, for 
attainment of personal and collective goals.” 
I see these different dimensions as a spiral. Enhancing self-image enables one to see more 
possibilities in everyday life and to set goals for achieving them, it also  provides the capacity 
to increase knowledge. These factors push individuals and communities to develop strategies 
and to gain more skills for reaching the goals they have set. All this, in the end, strengthens 
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one‟s self-image. Empowerment is not something which can be achieved quickly. It is a 
process which needs time and favourable enabling surroundings.  
Though I am claiming that participation in the literacy circle had started an empowerment 
process, I want to bring up May and Craig‟s (1995, 5) question about whether empowerment 
means the same thing for different actors, for example for the World Bank and for small 
NGOs? What about the target group itself – how would a citizen of the so called third world 
define his/her own empowerment? Often the development projects and interventions have 
been justified by announcing that the aim of the work is empowerment - though the concept 
of empowerment has not been defined at all.  
I assume that the teaching method has a crucial role in adult education. Also Bartlett (2008) 
reminds how the consequences of literacy can vary a lot depending on the teaching method 
used, but also depending on  
…”students‟ cultural understandings of literacy and the social, political, and 
economic contexts within which they attempt to assert new literacy practices” 
(p. 737). 
The results of my study would probably have been rather different if the adult literacy 
education would have been based on traditional classroom education. Instead of banking 
education (Freire 1972) where the information is crammed into people‟s heads, the need for 
literacy education can also be tackled in a more holistic way. That is how it is done in the 
REFLECT approach. Rather than in the learnt technical skills, the importance of the 
REFLECT approach is that during the learning process it can evoke change and lead to 
empowerment – though the technical skills can also be seen as tools for empowerment. The 
participants are the ones who themselves determine their own goals. In the REFLECT 
approach, ready-made answers are not given to help solve various challenges, instead the 
knowledge need to solve problems comes from the community itself. 
My observations of the literacy circles were too short in duration to say authoritatively that 
there was a strict usage of the REFLECT approach in all three communities. More important 
than strict usage is that the method used is adequate for each community and approved by the 
community members – whether it is “purely” REFLECT or not. Working with the REFLECT 
approach is working with people rather that for people. This also determines the impact of the 
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literacy programmes. As Mr. Kamara, a representative of Sierra Leone‟s Ministry of 
Education, states (2010) “Whenever there is a problem and it is solved by the people, it stays 
with them”. This statement can be encountered also in the current discussion of development 
cooperation in general, but also in the peace-building programmes. Omolewa (2008) 
underlines the same idea, reminding about the importance of target groups planning their own 
literacy programmes, because “a final solution cannot come from outside”(p. 707).  
When reading the results of this study, one has to keep in mind my position as a researcher as 
well as the settings of my study. I, as a researcher, have made interpretations and conclusions 
based upon the experiences of the informants about literacy being an empowering practice – 
though the informants themselves can experience the literacy in their own way (see 
Fairbrother 2007, 51). During my field stay in Sierra Leone I frequently questioned my own 
bias and that validity of any conclusions drawn by a researcher who was an outsider from the 
context of Sierra Leone. Through what kinds of lenses did I interpret the meanings that people 
gave for the adult literacy education?  
During the field stays I emphasized to the participants that I was not a worker of the FRC, but 
making an independent study, the results of which may be used by the FRC in the future. 
Nevertheless I assume that many of the community members considered me as a 
representative of FRC. That is why the risk of biased results should be taken into 
consideration. Also my cultural background determined what kinds of observations and 
findings I perceived as being of importance and worthy of recording. This factor could also 
have had an impact on the results I got (see Järvinen 2007, 47).  
Another researcher would necessarily have had a different position and used a different 
approach to gain the confidentiality of the interviewed people; due to this their answers would 
also have been of a different kind. There can be some generalizations made about the research 
results, but at the same time the population sample from which I gathered my data was rather 
particular and we must be cautious when attempting to make broad statements from my data, 
realizing that Sierra Leoneans living in other parts of the country may have given different 
answers to my questions (see e.g. Bryman & Teeman 2005, 157). This specificity is why it 
might be difficult to replicate a study like this. I myself would also now, after the first visit to 
Sierra Leone, conduct the study differently and I would probably notice and observe different 
things.  
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It would be interesting to conduct a further study in the light of postcolonial theory – a study 
“with” the people rather than “of” the people (see Hoff et al. 2011). It would be also 
interesting to study more intensively the meanings people give to literacy but also how they 
use different literacies in their everyday life. This would need a longer field stay with 
participants of the adult literacy circles.  
 
5.1. Conclusion 
As a conclusion my analysis of the experiences of the informants I can say that gaining 
literacy skills and participation in the literacy circles had worked as a catalyst for personal and 
communal changes (see Comings & Soricone 2005, 7). Understanding the complexity of 
literacy, and also development, I suggest that literacy skills should be seen as a right per se. 
That does not mean that illiteracy is a deficiency, a conclusion that would lead to the 
stigmatizing of illiterate people.  
I do not claim that literacy is a “panacea”, as Prins (2010, 419) puts it, to overcome poverty or 
to empower people. Nevertheless, it can be said that illiteracy is one obstacle in the struggle 
against poverty in Sierra Leone, where 60% of inhabitants live on less than one dollar a day 
(Government of the Republic of Sierra Leone 2010, 13). High illiteracy rates also threaten to 
the maintenance of stability in fragile Sierra Leone (see Wiuff Moe 2010, 30). It is a factor 
which helps maintains the gap between rich and poor and acts as an barrier in access to 
power. Sierra Leone has a variety of natural riches and its soil is fertile, the challenge is to 
create a society and social system whereby all Sierra Leoneans could benefit from these 
riches.  
As discussed previously, when looking at the reasons behind decisions to participate in the 
adult literacy education, local community members had seen a positive change in the 
participants of the literacy circle; a change, which encouraged them to participate too – and to 
be part of that change. To use Freire‟s terminology: the process of praxis had started among 
the participants. 
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Appendix 
 
The following topics and questions worked as a guideline for me in the conducted interviews. 
 
Presentation 
Participation in the literacy circle – How long you have been participating in the literacy 
circle? 
Previous studies – Have you studied before? 
Motivation to participate in the literacy education – Why do you participate in the literacy 
circle?  
Children‟s schooling – Does your children go to school? Why do you think they should go to 
school? Has this idea changed during the participation in literacy circle? 
Livelihood – Where do you gain their livelihood? Have there been any changes in the gaining 
of livelihood because of participation in literacy circle? If yes, what kinds of changes? 
Issues discussed in the literacy circle –What kinds of issues are tackled lately in the literacy 
circles? Where did they emerge? 
Literacy skills – Where do you need literacy skills?  
Changes – Have you noticed any changes in you, in your family or in the community because 
of the literacy circle?  
 
 
 
